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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this study was to understand the career trajectories of women in 
professional careers in corporate America.  As it was a very broad category, the women whose 
stories became the focus for this study were all Baby Boomers (born roughly between 1946 and 
1966 into middle-class families in the United States) who had careers in business.  Because all of 
the women represented just two companies in different industries, the analysis provided the 
opportunity to use a case study format for the research topic. 
Initially, the research was aimed at understanding how they felt about not making it into 
the C-Suite and what career decisions had prevented them from moving up the executive ladder.  
The research questions started with, “Tell me about your family, what it was like when you were 
growing up, and how did your parents influence your career choices?”  Further into the 
interview, their college degrees were recounted and the subjects typically provided a resume-
based review of the jobs they held.  The conversation then turned to questions about who were 
their bosses and how were they treated at work; followed by their reactions to both positive and 
negative experiences.  At the end, subjects were given an opportunity to describe how they felt 
about their careers at this point in time and how they felt about their achievements.   
In this qualitative study, the subjects’ responses revealed three overarching theories:  
feminism (Smith, et. al.), constructivist structuralism (Bourdieu) with a side-nod to 
organizational structure (Bolman and Deal, and others).  Three major themes emerged from the 
data and formed the framework for analysis:  1) Minimal Awareness and Guidance; 2) 
Homosocial Reproduction; and, 3) Work-Life Balance.  Analyzed within this framework, stark 
differences were evident between the two groups of women.  They all grew up in the 1960s and 
1970s when civil rights were at the center of American social and political stages and a new 
wave of feminism rolled across the country but in most cases, they were just unaware of it, or 
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said it had no impact on their experiences as girls.  In their families, neither the mother nor father 
seemed to pay much attention to setting career goals.   
Once engaged in life as an employee, the women understood the habitus of their 
company and/or industry and did not question their superiors when a roadblock appeared.  The 
women of Comco seemed more accepting of the bureaucracy and resigned themselves to being a 
cog in the machine.  The women at Mancon had a straighter career path and understood clearly 
what was needed to succeed in their role; they used social and symbolic capital more commonly 
to advance their careers. 
In the end, the differences between the two companies served as the greatest 
differentiator between the career success of the women in the study.  The older, larger, more 
bureaucratic Comco stifled achievement by women, leaving them wistful about the “what ifs?”  
Mancon’s culture of communication and creativity allowed the women more freedom to choose 
and pursue their desired career path – leaving only themselves as a barrier to achievement.   
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Bob Dylan wrote, “The times, they are a-changin’” in 1964 during a decade marked with 
slogans like “Make Love Not War” and the sexual revolution.  We heard about bra-burning 
alongside protesters of the Vietnam war like “Hanoi Jane.”  A wall was built in Berlin to separate 
Germany into East and West, and the Soviet Union crept across eastern Europe.  A growing civil 
rights movement brought attention to the plight of blacks in America.  Against the backdrop of 
World War II and the idyllic age of the 1950s, the decade of the 1960s seemed filled with 
turmoil and distress in the US.  The second wave of feminism fueled women philosophers like 
Betty Friedan, bringing awareness to inequalities in society affecting mostly middle-class white 
women.   
Gloria Steinem was born in 1934 and raised in Toledo, Ohio (where I grew up in the 
1960s), became a prominent journalist and started Ms. Magazine in 1972. Nobody in my family 
knew who she was nor did they identify with the growing feminist movement.  Her 1969 article, 
“After Black Power, Women’s Liberation” generated national attention and anointed her as one 
of the leaders of the new feminist movement.  She is known as one of the women who worked to 
make female reproductive rights a bulwark of the era, rather than advocating for overall equality 
in the workplace.  I wonder if feminism in that era had focused more on equal rights (with men) 
rather than women’s bodies, would we be farther ahead today in our fight for position and pay in 
the corporate world? 
Where were all those feminist voices during the 1970s and 1980s who could have 
cracked the glass ceiling for us?  Working hard, to be sure, but not making much progress – and 
this is not a criticism of their efforts, rather an expression of dismay that the enthusiasm 
generated in the 1960s became fractured and scattered among so many causes.  This opinion was 
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echoed by women who led the third wave of feminism in the 1990s and whose campaigns 
focused on differentiating themselves from the second wave feminists of the 1960s.   
 Businesses in America were then and mostly still are run by men: men who were 
groomed to be “leaders” in school, sports, Boy Scouts or the military.  “Be a man” they were told 
which, looking up at their familial and generational examples meant go out, earn a living and 
support a family.  We got images of “Ozzie and Harriet” or “The Dick Van Dyke Show” where 
the little woman sends her husband hero out the door in the morning and welcomes him back 
home after a hard day at the office.  It was not until the late 1980s when we saw a strong female 
business woman on television in shows like “Murphy Brown”.   
As a child in that era, I was part of the Baby Boomer generation and surrounded by 
traditional family units with a Mom and a Dad and children.  I was not very socially aware, 
although I remember watching when the Beatles played on television during Ed Sullivan’s show 
the first time, and the news about President Kennedy’s assassination.  I got “The Monkees” first 
record album for my birthday one year.   We had air raid drills at school twice a year and 
believed “Leave it to Beaver” was everybody (else’s) family.  My mom listened to country music 
and my sister had The Rolling Stones blaring from her room.   
  We were raised in mostly traditional households with fairly structured lives by men and 
women who lived through the Great Depression.  The women in my family were housewives, 
either on a farm or in a small town, and the husbands who were not farmers were mostly factory 
or construction workers.  My Dad did a stint as an officer on the State Highway Patrol.  As I got 
older, and my parents were divorced, my mother worked part-time as a store clerk and one 
neighbor lady ran the local laundry-mat.  I saw women working in doctors’ and dentists’ offices, 
but all the doctors and dentists were men.  All of my school teachers were women, until I was in 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     3 
 
11th grade, and the school principals were all men.  Were there female role models out there?  To 
be sure, there were, but I did not see any of them and there was nobody in my community who 
was pointing them out to me.   
 As I reflect on my childhood, I understand that we lived in a rural, farming-oriented area 
where the main businesses were factories that supported the automotive industry based in 
Detroit, about 70 miles north of us.  In fact, the area is known as the “Rust Belt” because of that 
and the companies were dominated by men from the board room down to the shipping dock.  In 
those towns that were bumps in the agricultural landscape, single women worked as office clerks 
or secretaries and middle-aged women tended to be retail workers, beauticians or waitresses. 
The professional women were nurses or teachers.  No one in my family or neighborhood 
did anything else.  No one tried to show young girls that there was anything else out there.  High 
school guidance counselors were so overwhelmed by the sheer number of students, they were 
only doing the very basic consulting, and focused on the boys and a few girls who were top 
achievers.  Most of those girls had fathers who were prominent businessmen in our community.   
In my school, there were really only two “types” of kids – the rebellious few and the rest of us 
who avoided them.  We were all white, middle to upper middle class; however, the school 
district bussed one black male student from the city to our school every day during my junior 
year. 
My graduating class had almost 500 students and we were smack dab in the middle of the 
baby boomer generation.  This bulge in the population led to overcrowding in schools to 
accommodate the surge in student population.  In my school district, there were temporary 
trailers set up outside the school buildings that were used as overflow classrooms.  It was 23 
years later when the district opened a new, larger facility for the high school population. 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     4 
 
The unprecedented size of the boomer cohort strained colleges and universities too, and 
my first foray into night classes at the University of Minnesota had lecture rooms with 50 to 100 
students in them, making it impossible to get individualized attention from the professors.   
Summary 
Based on my experiences, I intended through this study to explore how corporate women 
in middle-management jobs at for-profit corporations in America cope with career stagnation and 
lack of opportunity at executive levels.  I was curious about how other women started their 
professional careers and how their careers progressed over a 20- to 30- year period.  Before I 
interviewed my first respondent, I asked myself the questions I had prepared for them.  I had an 
idea of where my study was headed and anticipated what women like me would say about their 
careers.  Given the common denominators of age range, educational level and job level or title, I 
made some assumptions about the path they took to this point in their careers.  I expected certain 
patterns to emerge confirming what I thought happened back then. 
I mentally summarized my experience as a young girl and the lack of career guidance at 
home and at school.  I thought about my family’s history with work and the lack of formal post-
secondary education for most of my older relatives, as well as the dearth of intention in my 
career goal-setting.  I remembered feeling invisible in high school and the absence of counseling 
in the administrative office added to that sense.   
I remembered my Father’s insistence that I go to college, and him asking me if I wanted 
to be a teacher or a nurse, as if those were truly the only choices available to me.  I planned to go 
to college in the Fall after I graduated from high school, but my Dad had not taken me to apply 
to the local community college during my senior year of high school.  As a result, I was not 
registered as a student and did not sign up for classes in September.  I just did not start going to 
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school then, and lost the drive and momentum to do so.  In spite of his intentions and my plans, 
without the additional prodding from my Dad and from the school counselors, I did not follow 
through with college that same year. 
What did other women experience during the same time period?  Were there people who 
set expectations for them?  How did they manage their education and careers?  Did they thrive or 
survive?  Were the women similarly encouraged by their parents to go to college, or was there a 
general malaise in their families about education?  What were their plans?  How did they feel 
about reaching or missing their goals? 
I explored the lives and careers of 21 women who grew up in the United States and 
became part of the professional fabric of America during the last four decades.  After talking 
with the women, it became clear that my study was going to take a different tack.  When I 
researched the literature to discover what was going on in the society when Baby Boomers grew 
up, there was very little pointing toward what I found regarding disparity in educational 
opportunities for girls.  I hope that my research will contribute to the literature and enhance our 
understanding of what some women experienced.  My research did not intend to ignore the 
societal impacts on blacks (mostly African-Americans) during that era and, certainly, black 
women were inordinately oppressed. 
I thought my study would satisfy my curiosity about women who were my professional 
peers, and reveal patterns in their reactions to how their careers developed.  This was indeed the 
case, but their experiences varied widely, mostly as a result of how their careers started.  For 
example, the women who had one on one engagement by parents and other counselors as girls 
formed strategies that resulted in solid starts in their careers.  Outside of my study, I thought 
about cultural examples – found especially in the sports world:  Chris Evert, whose father was 
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her tennis coach and the more contemporary examples of Venus and Serena Williams, whose 
father moved the family to Florida so they could get special coaching.  Family businesses are 
often settings where offspring follow in their parents’ footsteps, aided by the one-on-one 
mentoring and nepotistic nature of the relationships.  
For some of the women, success was predicated on following a career path aligned with 
their major area of study; conversely, some women diverged completely from their course of 
college study.  Girls who had little guidance or were not aware of the opportunities available to 
them tended to meander through their post-high school years, resulting in a delay to the start of a 
“career” whether by delaying college or getting a post-secondary degree but not going to work in 
that industry. 
In retrospect, I supposed that the women I studied were going to tell me they were mad as 
hell that they were not CEOs by age 50 (which is one reason I included only Baby Boomers in 
the results).  In actuality, our discussions revealed a sort of resigned attitude about it, and I was 
surprised.  As you will see in the analysis chapters, many of the women (especially at Comco) 
more-or-less happened into their careers having had a false start or two early on.  My initial 
study concept intended to describe what those women were doing about their situation and it 
turned out that they were not doing much, rather they were living in and through it.   
For the women at Mancon, it was different because many of them started out in a human 
resources-related industry and gravitated toward counseling, coaching or consulting in their 
careers.  It seemed like the structure of the field and organizations where they worked served as 
upward stairs that provided a path toward achievement. 
Based on my analysis of the data I collected, I reframed the topic to reflect the actual 
experiences of the women and abandoned my pre-conceived notion of how their careers 
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transpired.  After understanding the paths that their careers followed, I realized that I had 
expected other women to have a more “direct” experience than I had; however, it turned out that 
my experience was more common than I thought.   
There were three key themes that emerged from analysis of the data I collected, which 
will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Four: 
1. Women grew up with a lack of awareness of the greater world of careers available to 
them, and very little guidance to explore the possibilities they could pursue.  Because 
of this phenomenon, they did not set goals and had no clear direction into a career, 
leading to disillusionment and disappointment later in life.  Furthermore, this lack of 
guidance followed most of them into their adult lives where they changed direction 
causing delays in development of career strategies;  
2. Women experienced a lower frequency of mentoring or sponsorship by both men and 
women in their careers.  The prevalence of the old boys’ network to reproduce male 
leaders left women out of the club when it came to options for movement into 
executive roles.  Even where leadership development programs existed, women were 
less likely to be asked to participate and had lower success rates in their achievement 
in them; and, 
3. Work-Life balance was a factor for most of the women in choosing and pursuing 
careers as they realized they could not truly have it all, in spite of pop culture’s 
insistence that Wonder Woman is alive and well in corporate America. 
 
While these themes provide an underlying structure for the analysis, they are not the 
focus of the discussion, which will take place in Chapter Five.  Along with these factors, the way 
I felt about my experience was common, too, in the sense that at some point I realized that my 
track of upward mobility turned into a plateau.  I cannot pinpoint a date on the calendar, but I 
recall coming to the realization that another promotion was unlikely and that working hard to 
keep the job I had was my best strategy.  At the end of my career at Comco, I was about four 
years short of my goal to leave the company in retirement, and went through a final layoff 
without obtaining another assignment within the company.  The most important thing I learned 
from this study is that I spent my working years doing the wrong type of work, and never 
developed a career.  I usually joke about having had four careers in my life and it turns out, I 
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ended up in the wrong field, doing the wrong type of work for 22 years at Comco, and many 
years before that at other companies.  When I left, I was sad that I would not see my friends at 
work every day, but I was happy that stage of my career was over. 
 Definitions of Terms 
Most people in business professions use terminology that is unique to the corporate 
world.  This is also true of people who work in, say, academia or in the military.  There are some 
words or phrases that take on unique meaning within corporate walls, and acronyms might mean 
something completely different in different settings.  Some of these are described, below: 
Associate (or Assistant, or Area) Vice President – The title of a person who is one step above a 
Director and one step below the Vice President. 
Baby Boomer – A person born between 1946 and 1965. 
C-Suite - The offices of top executives with titles that begin with “C” meaning “Chief”.  For 
example, Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Chief Operations Officer (COO), Chief 
Marketing Officer (CMO, Chief Technology Officer (CTO), and so on.  The Chief 
acronyms are often referred to in the plural as, “CXX”. 
Director – Also known as a General Manager, this person is a third level management person. 
Grade Point Average (GPA) – The average of a person’s grades earned, by dividing the grade 
points earned by the number of credits attempted. 
High Potential (HiPo) – Designation of a person who was identified as capable of quickly 
advancing through management ranks, under the auspices of a leadership development 
program.  The person typically has an MBA and has demonstrated aggressiveness in 
setting and achieving goals, along with observed leadership qualities.   
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Individual Contributor – A person who is not a supervisor of others, regardless of their level or 
stage of management. 
Leadership Development Program – Formalized programs that companies use to put employees 
often designated as High Potentials through exercises to demonstrate their leadership 
qualities. 
Master of Business Administration (MBA) – A program in post-secondary education for students 
to study all aspects of business management. 
Millennial – Someone born between 1981 and 2000. 
Rainmaker – A person who has demonstrated their ability to generate revenue for a company 
often against very high quota objectives. 
Supervisor – A person who is responsible to oversee other people and perform various duties in 
support of their performance and work product. 
Vice President (VP) – A person who is at the highest level of management, just before the C-









This chapter sets the tone for my dissertation and organizes the research I completed on 
the way toward understanding my topic.  It begins with a review of the literature regarding 
businesses in America in the late 20th century, which coincides with the time frame when Baby 
Boomers came of age.  An important aspect of my research was the organizational structures of 
the companies operating during that period, especially the two companies where my respondents 
worked.  I reviewed several experts who describe organizations and included research on gender 
patterns in corporations. 
Since leadership development programs appeared in some of the research, I included a 
discussion of how companies use them, and whether or not they are useful as intended.  I 
provided an overview of the themes used to analyze my data including feminism and 
constructivist structuralism which helped to situate the research within a sociological framework.  
A summary of this chapter ties together the review of literature with the analytic theories which 
provided the relevance for my study. 
A considerable amount of complexity arose during the research for this study; as a result, 
several concepts intersected and were reviewed exhaustively to ensure the dissertation was 
comprehensive yet comprehensible.  I began with a review of work:  what people did, who did it, 
how businesses evolved.  I also looked at management structure and programs within major 
corporations in the United States.   
 Since my study focused on women in professional business careers, it was important to 
know how women were treated historically in the business world and how society in general 
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treated women who worked in businesses.  The research pointed to significant disparities in how 
women were treated versus men, and how that changed over time.  This included the types of 
jobs they were welcomed into; how much they were paid and access or lack thereof to the 
executive suite.  With the rise of feminism, and the Baby Boomer phenomenon, society and the 
companies that operated within it shifted but not as much as they could have. 
 The preliminary literature review proved my topic worthy of further study, and the 
academic research that followed revealed gaps in the literature relative to the topic of women in 
leadership roles in American corporations.  Predictably there were quantitative studies and 
statistical research to report which substantiated the themes that emerged. As the data analysis 
centered around a few key themes, I branched out into additional areas of research including 
Baby Boomers, family relationships and management development.  Using the lenses of 
Feminist theory, Constructivist Structuralism and Dramaturgy, I was able to paint the picture of 
how some women’s careers played out in their quest for leadership roles at work.  
Research on Late 20th Century Business 
The bureaucratic approach to organization tends to foster the rational, analytic and 
instrumental characteristic associated  with the Western stereotype of maleness, 
while downplaying abilities traditionally viewed as “female,” such as intuition, 
nurturing, and empathic support.  In the process, it has created organizations that in 
more ways than one define, “a man’s world” (Morgan, 2006, p. 218). 
 
Before the industrial age white, middle-class non-farming women who were paid workers 
in the United States were laborers (teachers, house cleaners, nannies, seamstresses).  As 
manufacturing grew in the United States, women went to the factories but married women could 
not tolerate the hours and keep up with their family duties, so the number of females in “paid” 
labor declined.  According to Bergmann (1986), by 1900 less than 10 percent of married women 
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earned wages for work outside the home.  (Note that my analysis did not take into account the 
experience of black women in the early post-emancipation era.) 
Jackall (1988) wrote about his research on bureaucracy in American corporations which 
trained employees to routinize their behavior and reinforced a pragmatic mindset of goal-
seeking.  He argued that the Industrial Revolution changed the organizational structure of 
businesses in America, creating a need for “management” in the factories where none existed 
before.  Insertion of these professional, white-collar workers in between the front lines and the 
company owners allowed capitalism to grow and take on a new nature – profit-based decision-
making strategies.   
The advent of factories and machinery meant much more up-front investment and, 
therefore, financial risk for company owners.  Jackall (1988) believed the hierarchical nature of 
businesses, their internal societal construction, altered individuals’ and societies’ morality and 
created an environment that fostered competition and rewarded achievement with accolades and 
prestige for certain employees.  Morgan (2006) acknowledged that we usually consider 
organizations to be operated in an orderly, well-defined manner in a procedural way.  We 
“expect them to operate as machines: in a routinized, efficient, reliable and predictable way” 
(Morgan, 2006, p. 13).  In the Industrial Age, companies adapted their operational and personnel 
functions to accommodate the machines at the center of production.  He referenced Weber who 
“noted that the bureaucratic form routinizes the process of administration exactly as the machine 
routinizes production” (Morgan, 2006, p. 17). 
 In the first half of the twentieth century, demand for female workers rose in lower-skilled 
and low paying professions and with the rise in domestic conveniences women (albeit mostly 
educated, single ones) were welcomed back to the work force (Strasser, 1982).  During the Great 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     13 
 
Depression, more married women sought work when men faced layoffs and wage cuts, in spite 
of low acceptance of their work by society and institutionalized public policy discrimination 
practices.  Industry did not necessarily welcome women into these jobs and they experienced 
discriminatory practices leading to a wider disparity between wages paid to men and women 
(Milkman, 1976). 
 The Second World War brought new opportunities for women to join the labor force as 
men went into the armed forces and demand for hard goods and armaments increased.  
Government programs provided social support (daycare centers) and moral support (shifting 
attitudes) for married women, and welcomed women into higher-skilled and better-paying jobs.  
Once the war ended, industry no longer welcomed women in the work force, especially in the 
skilled professions.  Factories reduced their production rates and men returning from service 
went into the higher paying jobs.  Women left the workforce or moved to lower paying jobs 
(Milkman, 1976). 
 During the following decades, more women joined the work force mostly in clerical, 
teaching, nursing and other occupations that became associated with females.  Some researchers 
attribute the feminist movement wave that rose in the 1960s, in part, to the experience of women 
in the American work place early in the 20th century (Coontz, 2000). 
 In the United States, labor unions played a significant role in business since the mid-
1800s, and the growth of the industrial revolution.  The first labor union arose in Philadelphia in 
1794, mostly for male craftsman, in a nod to their ancient artisan roots (History.com) and unions 
continued to support the mostly white male workers in industrial trades.  Their initial goals were 
to improve wages, benefits and working conditions, but after reaching peak membership in the 
1950s, fell out of favor with many workers and politicians who felt they wielded too much 
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power.  After manufacturing businesses moved jobs overseas, the unions looked to utilities 
(gas/electric/telephone) and the public sector (government jobs) to build membership rolls.   
Two key tenets of the labor union motto are unity and equality, which extends to the 
workplace, governing how members are treated and what they are paid by job title and grade.  
Every job title is precisely written and dutifully followed, but is often the source of grievances 
filed by union members against management.  No one gets favorable treatment or is considered 
special in any way.  Everyone knows how much everyone else makes, based on their job title, 
and benefits are the same for everyone.  About 10 percent of communications industry workers 
are represented by unions organized under the AFL-CIO banner.  Management consulting firms, 
in general, are not unionized. 
Government Regulatory Agencies 
There are 455 federal regulatory agencies in place, as of February 20, 2021, although 
some of these are nested or grouped under a primary agency.  Two of these agencies are the Vice 
President and the Attorney General, leaving 13 of them represented in presidential cabinet 
departments such as Education, Commerce, Treasury, etc.  (Federal Register, 2021).  Many of 
the agencies regulate the federal government, but businesses commonly operate under the 
auspices of outward-facing agencies, including the Securities and Exchange Commission 
(investor protections), Labor (Fair wages and non-discrimination), and the Internal Revenue 
Service (taxes).  Businesses in certain industries operate under additional agencies such as the 
Federal Communications Commission, Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, Federal Trade 
Commission, the Department of Energy, and so on. 
The United States Federal Government also investigates and prosecutes companies for 
operating in monopolies, creating anti-trust conditions, which is illegal in many instances; 
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however, the government sometimes allows companies to operate as monopolies if it serves the 
best interest of citizens.  This is especially true in utilities industries such as electrical power 
generation and distribution and transportation (Eng, 2020) where competition would be 
inefficient or confusing, or lead to undesirable outcomes.  Industry regulation is a prominent 
feature of monopolistic industries, so as to protect the consumer from unreasonable prices, 
retaliatory actions or withdrawal of critical services.  For example, importation of pine wood 
from Canada is regulated because of the threat of the Pine Shoot Beetle (McKinney, 2019). 
Telephone and telegraph services were highly-regulated by the Federal Communications 
Commission (established in 1934) until the early 1980s when the government broke up the 
AT&T monopoly and allowed competition to enter the communications market (Coll, 1986).  
Concurrently, the growth of data communications and the world wide web changed the industry 
entirely and today many competitors exist for AT&T. 
Corporate Organizational Structures 
If I had a problem to solve and my whole life depended on the solution, I would 
spend the first fifty-five minutes determining the question to ask, for once I know 
the proper question, I could solve the problem in five minutes.  Albert Einstein 
(Bolman & Deal, 2017, p. 13). 
 
The Four Frames 
It is important to understand the types of organizational structures common in the field of 
large corporations, as this will be a major part of the discussion in the company profiles in 
Chapter Four.  Bolman and Deal (2017) wrote about the increasing complexity of organizations 
and its impact on all aspects of peoples’ lives:  professional/work, religion, entertainment, 
hobbies and recreation, school, government, healthcare and even our “down” time is structured.   
They acknowledged that corporate managers spend much of their day communicating 
with others whether those conversations take place in person, on the phone, through video-
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conferencing or via email; individually or in a group; in the office or elsewhere (Bolman & Deal, 
2017).  The quality of those relationships directly impacted an individual’s sense of satisfaction 
as well as their effectiveness in the workplace.  They believed that early family experiences 
influenced the individual’s ability to be successful at work. The formalization of our activity at 
work and at home created greater demand on “wisdom, imagination and agility” which impacted 
the individual’s “well-being and happiness” (Bolman & Deal, 2017, p.7). 
To establish a baseline for their research and relate it to my study, Bolman and Deal 
(2017) posited that corporations were formed to produce goods and services to provide people in 
society with what economists call a “good”, whether that be a material object or something like 
art and music that appeals to our senses.  Somewhere along the way, society determined that for 
some people, corporations’ habitus became evil monoliths that exploit people, wring every ounce 
of energy out of them and leave them frustrated and dissatisfied with their lives.  For some, a 
livelihood or career becomes (devolves into) a job, but we are locked into the prison of the 
paycheck.  We come to expect and accept the failings of the products we consume, the services 
we utilize and the attitude conveyed by unappreciative bosses we bring home to our ever more 
dysfunctional families (Capozzi, 2017). 
After studying 100 years of organizational research focused on the social sciences (e.g., 
Dewey, Goffman, etc.) in various fields, Bolman and Deal (1984) used the word “frames” to 
describe the mental models they created, and assigned a metaphor to each.  A frame was defined 
as one’s perspective, a lens, their point of view that gives them a mental picture to make sense of 
complex concepts.  Framing helps us understand what is happening and what we should do about 
it:  they used the example of a master chess player who mentally processes his or her next several 
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moves on the board (Bolman & Deal, 2017).  They identified four distinct frames – or types – of 
corporations:  structural, human resource, political, and symbolic (see Table 1.1). 
Bolman and Deal (2017, p. 23) argued that the four frames were: 
rooted in both managerial wisdom and social science knowledge. The structural 
approach focuses on the architecture of organization — the design of units and 
subunits, rules and roles, goals and policies. The human resource lens emphasizes 
understanding people — their strengths and foibles, reason and emotion, desires 
and fears. The political view sees organizations as competitive arenas of scarce 
resources, competing interests, and struggles for power and advantage. Finally, the 
symbolic frame focuses on issues of meaning and faith. It puts ritual, ceremony, 
story, play, and culture at the heart of organizational life. Each of the frames is 
powerful and coherent. 
 
 
 Bolman and Deal (2017) studied organizational models with the intent to expose the 
differences between them and to propose a new way to look at organizational models based more 
on ethical and equitable treatment of employees.  Their research revealed that the more 
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hierarchical organizations were male-driven, characteristic of the traditional patriarchal social 
structure.  Women tended to create collaborative environments, less focused on vertical 
structures, more open and inclusive.  This new framework orientation offered a means of goal 
clarification and building confidence in employees through focusing on a humanistic model of 
corporate governance and leadership.  They acknowledged this sea change would not be easy, 
nor readily accepted in many quarters.   
 Their research showed that leaders who could not understand the concept of complexity 
and used mental framing to break it down are incapable of leading collaborative and innovative 
teams (Bolman & Deal, 2017).  In my own experience, during times of change I asked my team 
members to see it as an opportunity for growth and career enhancement to alleviate their 
apprehensions.  This is a type of framing, turning a stressful, seemingly negative situation into a 
means of building skills and knowledge in a new area of one’s profession.  Successful leaders 
learned to identify multiple frames (or perspectives) quickly to help uncover and develop new 
ways of solving problems, and maintain a high-quality tool box on hand.  This had the added 
advantage of instilling confidence in team members and building trust that their leader has the 
team’s best interest at heart. 
The two companies represented by the women I studied operated in different fields and 
were very different in their structure.  The contrasts played out in the lives and careers of the 
women and resulted in a very different experience for each of them, respectively.  There is a 
comprehensive discussion of each company in Chapter Five.   
Companies that are bureaucratic and hierarchical (resembling a pyramid) fit into the 
Structural Frame (Bolman & Deal, 2017).  Another way to envision this frame is by observing 
that hierarchy is literally supported by vertical coordination where upper levels of management 
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control and conduct work of the lower levels of management authoritatively, setting rules and 
policies, and putting planning and control systems in place to ensure their directives are carried 
out.  The word, silo, is used to describe companies that operate under the vertical structure. 
Direction flows down and work product flows up, but rarely crosses over into another silo.  One 
can imagine how slow and plodding these types of companies are, and how the slightest change 
takes years to occur.   
Companies that are nimble and operate in a matrix management model are well-
positioned in the Human Resource Frame which is characterized by a lateral support structure 
(Bolman & Deal, 2017).  These organizations are characterized by role coordination across 
business units, informal networks and work alliances, and by grassroots initiatives to improve 
cooperation of diverse work groups.  This simpler construction allows change to occur more 
quickly and with less negative impact on employees.  It is important to note that Bolman and 
Deal (2017) acknowledged that the habitus of organizations with the matrix or lateral 
coordination structure introduced a level of confusion by allowing multiple people to have equal 
decision-making authority.  Having some bit of hierarchy in place can minimize the opportunity 
for conflict across work groups and business units. 
The Five Ps 
 Henry Mintzberg developed several management theories, two of which were germane to 
my data analysis.  His work in the areas of management and business strategy resulted in several 
major contributions in the field of organizational theory.  The first area helped define strategy as 
a means of categorizing an organization’s way of addressing goal setting and implementation 
methodology.   
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He created a five-part model (Mintzberg, 1987): 
1. Plan:  a conscious and intentional course of action.  
2. Perspective:  an organization’s way of framing where it wants to go and 
how it intends to get there.  
3. Pattern:  a consistent pattern of decisions.  
4. Position: the way an organization positions itself in relationship to its 
environment.  
5. Ploy: a plan or decision whose purpose is to provoke a reaction from 
competitors.  
 
Boiled down to its simplest form Mintzberg (1987) said, think about what you are going 
to do, put a plan in place (specific direction) and implement it, keeping in mind that if 
circumstances change, you should revisit the plan and adjust accordingly. 
Three Core Employee Groups 
As a way to implement strategy, corporate structure becomes important to the overall 
plan; Mintzberg (1979) created a new organizational chart (an “organigraph” with hubs and webs 
instead of boxes and lines) which is depicted in Figure 1.1, below, with five sectors 
encompassing the three groups of employees he saw.  The size and shape of each group is 
intentional and significant in depicting their relationship and interaction (including influence) 
with other groups.  Having eschewed the standard two-dimensional model of corporate structures 
which he said are useless in understanding how a company works, he was able to portray the 
complexity of interactions between groups (Mintzberg, 1979). 
The first was his assertion that there are three groups of employees: 
1. Operating Core – the producers, the ones who create goods and services to be 
delivered to customers. 
2. Administrators – the people who supervise the producers, making sure they have the 
resources necessary to do their jobs. 
a. Adjunct to the administrators are the technical geeks 
b. On the other flank, the assistants round out the desk set 
3. Senior/Strategic Managers – the executives who set goals, having knowledge of 
industry trends and economic outlooks. (Mintzberg, 1979). 
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Figure 1.1.:  Organigraph (Mintzberg, 1979) 
 
Five Organizational Constructions 
Drawing from his structural model, Mintzberg (1979) created a set of five organizational 
constructions, each with its own advantages and disadvantages: 
• Simple Structure – such as small or family-owned businesses 
• Machine Bureaucracy – such as large, complex corporations 
• Professional bureaucracy – think universities and hospitals 
• Divisionalized – also known as decentralized or independently operating units 
• Adhocracy – consulting firms, entertainment moguls and very flat organizations 
 
Which structure works for a certain company may be determined by their industry, or 
their distinct customer set, and switching from one to another is uncommon owing to the culture 
and socialization within an organization (Mintzberg, 1979).  Most companies only do so when 
forced to by government anti-trust action or declaration of bankruptcy, for example, or by 
seismic technology shifts in their industry.  His research led him to hypothesize that companies 
formed their structure around four basic dimensions:  Age and Size, Technical System, 
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Environment and Power.  Within these dimensions, clues about a company indicated whether 
they were more formally organized and bureaucratic or informally organized and organic. 
According to Morgan (2006, p. 50) the term adhocracy was “coined by Warren Bennis to 
characterize organizations that are temporary by design” and organic in nature, suited to teams 
faced with complex tasks with unknown risks.  A key characteristic is the formation of 
specialized workers who come together for a specific purpose, then disband, moving on to 
another team and another project. 
Morgan (2006) stated that this type of structure is common in high-tech industries and 
those which change rapidly; consulting firms and advertising agencies are commonly organized 
in this way.  Adhocracies are also an internal feature of very large organizations, operating as a 
special task force, while remaining under the corporate umbrella.  He described organizational 
structures similar in nature as adhocracies, matrixes, project-oriented and even shamrock-shaped 
and stated that communication and coordination of duties tended to be the main issues for these 
types of organizations (Morgan, 2006). 
Bennis (2000) compared the networked (matrix-style or adhocratic) and hierarchal styles 
of organization as such:  whereas networks connect people up and down, side to side, hierarchies 
operate by rules which require formal, vertical channels for communicating information.  
Because of the organic nature of networks, trust is critical and without it the network breaks 
down – in today’s vernacular, that means transparency is required. 
IDEO Case Study Example 
Here is a case study example of what Mintzberg (1979) labeled an adhocracy structure.   
IDEO was formed in 1991 when four design companies merged into one company based 
in San Francisco, CA.  They specialized in a systems approach to designing products and 
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services for large manufacturers of consumer products ranging from toothbrushes to hand-held 
computing devices Kelley & Littman, 2001).  They expanded in the early 2000s to management 
consulting and organizational structure definition and have remained faithful to their original 
focus on customer needs, to which they believe they owe their success (Kelley & Kelley, 2013). 
In 2011, they started a non-profit to apply their research in developing solutions for low-
income and lower resourced individuals (Miller, 2016). In 2017, IDEO acquired a company it 
had partnered with to expand its capabilities in the areas of data sciences and machine learning 
(artificial intelligence).  They believed the acquisition would help them develop applications that 
focused more on human behaviors (Ideo.com).   
Currently employing approximately 700 people worldwide, the company operates with a 
flat management structure focused on project teams that incorporate skillsets across many 
disciplines, including:  healthcare, industrial design, engineering, education, branding, 
communications, research and several others (see the entire list at ideo.com/factsheet).  Its clients 
range from Apple (the original “mouse” design) to Ford to Air New Zealand and IDEO offers an 
online education program to teach people how to focus more on human behaviors when 
designing products and services. 
The company developed a design platform for its employees and clients to collaborate 
together on projects with a focus on solving social problems through the creative process.  
Subsequently, they made the tool available publicly (Eng, 2013).  A former CEO authored a 
book which detailed how design helps transform problems into an opportunity for people to 
empathize with fellow humans to solve problems (Kelley & Littman, 2001). 
IDEO received international acclaim through a feature story on the ABC network when a 
reporter posed a challenge to the company to redesign the ubiquitous retail shopping cart in five 
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days (CIOW.ORG, 2015).  The company delivered through its innovative approach and 
collaborative design practice, which resulted in forming a project team with people from 
different departments to come together for a period of time to solve a problem.  Once a project is 
completed, the people return to their respective departments, available to join another ad-hoc 
team for a new project. 
The result of the project was a steel framed cart that held (removable) plastic baskets, 
resulting in dual usage for the baskets and the ability to nest the carts for storage.  The final 
design included a child seat with two places and a retractable tray, a cup holder and a futuristic 
electronic scanning device to enable customers to self-checkout.  Another welcomed feature was 
the increased maneuverability enabled by rear wheels that rotated and pivoted on their stems.  
IDEO demonstrated that its innovative process worked, in real-time and for a real-life problem.  
You can still see the news clip on YouTube (link from company web site). 
Recently, the company created its Open IDEO division, focused on solving social 
problems and increasing sustainability.  They partner with organizations like the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, and The Rockefeller Foundation to improve things like food 
distribution systems, medical treatment delivery, and retail packaging products.  Their 
continuous loop approach ensures all constituents have input and collaborative trust is at the 
center of the organization’s goals. 
Additional Organizational Discussion 
 McKinsey consultants Birkinshaw and Ridderstråle (2015) described three forms of 
organization, bureaucracy (authority-based), meritocracy (knowledge-based) and adhocracy 
(action-based).  They acknowledged that all three forms have their right place in capitalistic 
societies but sought to elevate adhocracy as a preferred organizational structure, owing to its 
action-based approach to getting things done quickly and efficiently.  In addition, they 
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highlighted the ability of organizations to spin-up teams quickly when an opportunity arises and 
wind them down effectively once a project is completed.  They claimed that this type of structure 
provides motivation to employees by presenting a challenge along with the resources needed to 
solve it, and freedom to operate independent of hovering executive eyes. 
Weber (1958) believed that bureaucratic organizations had an advantage over other types 
of structures precisely because of their inhumane nature which eliminated emotions (the 
feminine domain) and promoted superior traits (the masculine domain) like planning and 
decision-making, and problem solving through rational thought.  Kanter (1979, p.25) wrote, 
“Bureaucracies are social inventions that supposedly reduce the uncertain to the predictable and 
routine.  . . .  The requirements for a perfectly technically ‘rational’ bureaucracy that never has to 
rely on the personal discretion of a single individual can never be met.”  Under such 
circumstances, one should never rely on an emotional female to be in charge should the need 
arise to make a rational decision. 
Fittipaldi (2014) reviewed the history of the advertising agency industry which shifted 
from a patriarchal, bureaucratic style to a human resources model in the 1960s and coincided 
with the growing feminist movement in that decade.  Some companies took a broader view and 
promoted women to executive ranks, although they were considered mere tokens (Kanter, 1977) 
and a signal to male leadership that their job was done. 
Helgeson (1990) studied the way women lead in organizations, and found (as so many 
others had) that women and men lead differently.  Hierarchy is a male-oriented model, and 
women preferred to focus on relationship-building.  They chose to operate at the center of their 
team, conveying equality and making themselves more accessible.  Decision-making was open, 
communicative and so Helgesen (1995, p. 10) took Mintzberg’s research a step further, and 
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coined the term, “Web of Inclusion.”  It is like a spider’s web that starts at the center and 
expands outward, consistently interconnected and strong; each node interdependent on the others 
to survive. 
Drucker (1973) was an economist and management consultant who studied behavior of 
people in organizations during a time when most of his peers were more interested in studying 
financial commodities and management structure.  He wrote about how companies would be 
better off focused on relationships between workers, especially ways to elicit exemplary 
behaviors in a way that the organization would benefit.  He encouraged leaders to take an 
interdisciplinary approach to management and to challenge their own thinking about the growing 
knowledge class of workers and how they could help improve their companies. 
Drucker was prolific in his work, writing many books and articles on economic theory, 
social relations of corporations, and organizational theory wherein he advocated a simplified, 
decentralized structure and focus on core business outputs.  He was not particularly focused on 
men or women in the workplace, but many of his ideas were gender-agnostic, especially his 
belief in respect for the worker (Drucker, 1973).  One of his tenets was that people are an 
organization’s primary assets, so valuable that management’s primary role was to prepare 
employees to do their jobs and afford them freedom to perform them. 
Related Research in Corporate Gender Patterns 
 In the 1970s and 1980s, Kanter studied American companies to understand how they 
operated and theorized that their very structure could influence employees’ attitudes.  Her (1977) 
study of Indsco (a fictional name) revealed that many of the employees felt helpless to do 
anything within the corporate structure, either on a departmental basis or on a larger, divisional 
scale.  They talked about the physical – and mental – distance of those who held power and 
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believed this was a significant barrier to accomplishing goals.  Kanter (1977) described the 
organization in terms most closely associated with the Structural Model defined by Bolman and 
Deal (2018) where lower-level employees were discouraged from showing ingenuity or 
initiative.  Order was maintained by documenting standard procedures, and formal policies 
directed the actions of employees. 
Kanter’s work with Indsco led her to posit that opportunity is structured within a 
hierarchical organization where the view (or perspective) of the employee is determined by the 
structure, and potentially led to psychological implications for the individual.  She described 
opportunity as “expectations and future prospects . . . the structure of . . . mobility and growth” 
(Kanter, 1977, p. 246).  Related to opportunity is power, which Kanter (1977) saw as the ability 
to get things done through resource mobilization, a function of role description and personal 
influence.  Someone deemed promotable developed a more positive attitude and embraced 
values such as commitment where someone disregarded became nonchalant about their work and 
tended to give up on advancement.  Opportunity structures become self-fulfilling prophecies, 
resulting in cycles of individual advantage and disadvantage based on one’s social 
categorization, specifically, gender. 
One of the features of opportunity that Kanter (1977, p. 132) described was the leadership 
development program she coined, “fast track” who was a person identified as a strong performer 
showing officer potential.  One manager in her study told her these were secret societies where 
employees were given close attention by executives and assignments involving more senior 
managers, often in a cross-departmental fashion.  Another person who had been fast-tracked for 
several years realized that he’d become consumed by work, none of his fellow employees were 
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counted among his friends, and he was concerned about spending less time with his family due 
to work pressures.  
During the time of Kanter’s study in the 1970s (pre-information age) company employees 
were often segregated by exempt (management) and non-exempt (line workers, clerical, etc.)  
Leadership programs focused on exempt employees who were overwhelmingly male and offered 
them a path to achievement or success which often resembled McKinsey’s up or out model.  
Non-exempt workers were not given a thought as to their ability to jump up to the exempt level, 
being expendable. 
Kanter (1977) described several important factors to consider when discussing the gap in 
numbers of men vs. women in executive roles, including one’s position within that opportunity 
structure, in addition to her power profile and the number of other women represented in the 
organizational hierarchy.  The traditional perception of men’s work behaviors – focused, 
ambitious and achievement-oriented gave them the advantage over women’s perceived behaviors 
of uncommitted and more relationship-oriented.  Men ran the company, historically, operating 
from a power base and directing their minions in a perfunctory manner.   
The primary jobs for women were clerical in nature and in instances where a woman 
appeared on Mahogany Row, she most likely arrived there at the elbow of her boss who had been 
promoted.  Kanter (1977) described the problems associated with relationships of men and 
women with regard to their organizational structure, primarily that “organizational roles carry 
characteristic images of the kinds of people that should occupy them” (p. 250).  Therefore, the 
characteristic image of a male is carried through time and history and becomes replicated in the 
future.  Individuals interact with each other, producing organizational behaviors which, in turn, 
proscribe ways of interacting with others, reinforcing the existing structure. 
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Kanter (1977) described the lack of status or autonomy that stemmed from the 
mother/wife role expectation.  Women were segmented into particular social structures (at home 
and at the office) where no opportunities existed for them to do anything different.  In some 
cases, wives of executives were considered an extension of the man’s role, being pressed to 
entertain other executives, prospective clients and key suppliers.  This practice had the 
unintended consequence of reinforcing a supportive role for women, and a necessary element in 
continuing the power structure of them men, in addition to restricting the role performance of 
other women in the company. 
Kanter’s (1989) follow-on study of several large American companies revealed how 
corporate governance structure stifled curiosity and inhibited innovation, and how “corpocrats” 
were causing their companies to lose ground in the new information era.  She exposed the cost of 
highly-structured, bureaucratic organizations in terms of opportunities lost by failure to 
encourage an entrepreneurial spirit within their companies.  Kanter recommended companies 
adopt a leaner, flatter model to make them more responsive and open to growth opportunities.  
The companies that adopted her recommendations saw benefits including shorter time-to-market 
for new products, lower employee turnover and higher employee satisfaction ratings. 
Contemporary Status of the Issues 
McKinsey & Company (2012) identified four barriers to women’s advancement: 
structural obstacles, lifestyle choices, institutional mind-set and individual mind-
sets…Those barriers are deeply intertwined, making them harder to eliminate than 
we had thought. 
 
Disparity in the Work Force 
According to the US Census Bureau, in 2010 there were 157 million women in the US 
work force - a 68 percent participation rate vs. 80 percent for men.  Women comprised 49 
percent of the work force, but represented 59 percent of low-wage workers.  According to 
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Hewlett (2011) women at mid-management levels have limited access to senior levels of 
responsibility and are tired of the upward creep of the number of hours they spend working (with 
no additional pay).  
There are still a very small percentage of women in executive roles and a dearth of 
studies about them.  The data I found described industrial settings and the ways men treated 
women in traditionally male-dominated industries.  I did not locate any longitudinal studies of 
women in Minnesota who remained in middle management their whole careers.   
Today, women comprise over half the workforce in corporate America yet their ranks in 
the C-Suite (CEO, CIO, CTO, CFO, CSO, CMO, etc.) and boardrooms are tiny according to the 
U.S. Department of Labor (2017).  The idea of a “Glass Ceiling” was the target of discussion in a 
1995 study commissioned by the U.S. Department of Labor; however, Marilyn Loden coined the 
term in a 1978 speech (Loden, 2011).  The glass ceiling is a metaphor that implies there are no 
visible barriers or obstacles to promotion, rather a culture in the business organizations that 
disfavors women in executive positions. 
Baby Boomers 
According to most resources, the generation known as Baby Boomers were individuals 
born between approximately 1946 and 1964 and conventional wisdom said the end of World 
War II created an enthusiasm for marriage, family and economic growth.  Having the distinction 
of being the largest generation recorded in history, it was followed by Generation X (over a 15-
year span), then the Millennials.  Table 1.2 shows generally-accepted generational descriptions 
for babies born in the United States.  
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Boomers grew up in an era of unprecedented prosperity, guarded by their parents’ 
experiences living through the Great Depression and two world wars.  The American Dream was 
promised and delivered, but gained Boomers the reputation of being workaholics.   
The bulge of people created problems for society at every age of Boomers’ development.  
It started when they reached school age – districts scrambled to come up with classroom space to 
accommodate the large number of students from the early 1950s until the early 1980s.  Once 
they neared high school graduation, competition was heavy for post-secondary education slots.  
The Bureau of Labor Statistics said that 58 percent of Baby Boomers went to college.  Some 
universities had professors hold classes in large auditoriums where they could seat a hundred or 
more students. 
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According to Green (2006), Baby Boomers can be viewed as two separate cohorts – those 
born between 1946 and 1955 which were slightly more than half of the 76 million total – and 
those born between 1956 and 1965.  The first group, termed the Leading-Edge Baby Boomers, 
included individuals who came of age during the Vietnam War and Civil Rights Era.  The second 
group, termed the Trailing-Edge Boomers, were only just born as society was heaving under the 
pressures of the early 1960s.   
What did Baby Boomer girls experience?  They were fed through the machine, too 
numerous to receive individual attention, with very little guidance or coaching about preparing 
for the work force.  Research dating from the 1980s and 1990s substantiated the idea that girls do 
better in single-sex classrooms where gender stereotypes are ignored and females are more likely 
to perform in leadership roles (Riordan, 1990).  More recently, a study from UCLA in 2018 
reinforced the earlier findings. 
Hesse-Biber and Carter (2005) found that schools began to reflect the feminist movement 
during the 1970s by requiring both boys and girls to take home economics and shop classes and 
girls’ participation in sports rose between 1972 and 1995.  Unfortunately, changing textbooks 
that portrayed women stereotypically was slow.  The American Association of University 
Women (AAUW) consistently documented incidences of girls being shortchanged in 
socialization in school as well as negative classroom experiences related to academic 
achievement.  They noted that girls tend to be exposed to same-gender role models such as 
teachers (women comprise 75 percent of public-school teachers).   
What happened to the Baby Boomer women?  Continuing our trek, the Boomers 
experienced competition for jobs and companies could cherry pick from the top graduates.  
Translate this phenomenon another stage:  once employed, the management track was available 
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only to a few of the best performers.  To streamline the process and weed out the dullards, 
companies set up leadership development programs which will be discussed later.  
A 2017 study by the Korn Ferry Institute found that of the 57 female CEOs who 
participated, the average age was 50.9 years old, compared to 46.8 for men.  To extrapolate from 
the data, in 2017 a woman who was 50.9 years old would have been born in about 1966.  
Unfortunately, the study did not reveal the age range of the women, nor did they report the 
median age, but at approximately 51 years old in 2017, this is just a year or two younger than a 
Baby Boomer.  We should be able to assume that some of the women were old enough to be 
Baby Boomers.  In their 2016 survey of 1300 Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) 41 
percent indicated “job stability” as most important and only 14 percent said that a “clear path for 
advancement” was important.  In this sense, one could assume that the (women) Boomers were 
just not that aggressive in their desire for the executive jobs. 
In November 2019, Glassdoor published a study that said Baby Boomers were the fastest 
growing workforce age category, with many people between 55 and 70 still looking for jobs.  For 
employers, the news is good because often times these workers want part-time hours, are willing 
to work for average wages and often do not need health benefits.  Their knowledge base is much 
greater than the Millennial generation, and they complain less about working conditions.  The 
slightest downside is a lack of familiarity or ease with the newest technology, but companies are 
willing to compensate for that. 
Catalyst (2019) described gendered ageism as a key factor for women who suffered 
greater layoffs, longer periods of unemployment and employment at lower wages than they 
previously had.  In 2013 the unemployment rate for women over age 65 was 50 percent.  
Catalyst also found that women under age 45 were twice as likely to be called back for a second 
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interview than older women.  This data seems to point to a unique intersection of age and gender 
discrimination in the work force, something only experienced by Female Boomers. 
Barriers to Entering Executive Roles 
Andrews (2017, p. 15) wrote about several barriers facing women who seek advancement 
into executive roles, citing “institutional mindsets” as well as “structural obstacles” that support 
traditional, gender-based role assignments.  He identified aggressive and competitive behaviors 
as well as dominance and self-reliance as expectations of leadership behavior.  A conflict arises 
because women are identified stereotypically as dependent, less assertive and indecisive versus 
those traditionally male traits. 
Gerzema and D’Antonio (2013) coined the term, “The Athena Doctrine” that described 
characteristics of women they deemed critical to a successful leadership style.  Some of the traits 
they uncovered included compassion, humility, empathy, openness and flexibility.  This is 
significant because corporate America does not value these characteristics, under-valuing 
contributions made by professional women in their organizations.   
Andrews (2017) describes the socialization of boys and girls, who receive different 
messages on how to behave which may become their modus operandi once they enter formal 
work.  Although most people are not aware of the subtle differences, he believes that these 
perceptions lead to limiting opportunities for women to advance.  In other words, the traits 
traditionally considered more “male” are valued in industry.  Andrews’ (2017) recommendation 
was for CEOs to engage in promoting women-specific diversity programs and to model behavior 
needed to get to gender balance. 
Women feel there is an atmosphere of disrespect and distrust in their organization.  
Angela Miller reported that, although she was a full partner in the business she started with a 
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man, “People, women included, assume the man in the business is the owner and you are just 
there to ‘help’.”  (Goprintandpromo.com, May 2017).  According to Celia Huber at McKinsey, a 
lack of women role models in executive positions leads women to believe they are at a 
disadvantage.  This seems to act as a self-fulfilling prophecy and Castellucci (2017, p. 18) cited 
“societal stereotypes and cultural norms” as the culprits. 
Not Like the Other 
According to Andrews (2017), a lack of male sponsors and advocates prevents women 
from participating in informal networks, such as golfing, other sports and even happy hour.  He 
stated, “Men often assume that women don’t want to take part in these types of events, so they 
don’t invite them.” (Andrews, 2017, p. 31).  Sheryl Sandberg echoed this sentiment in an 
interview with LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman (Fairygodboss, 2017) where she stated that men 
reinforce inequality when they invite other men to after-hours events but do not invite women.  
Personal and informal connections are critical when leaders make decisions about promoting 
employees; if men prevent half the workforce from participating in these informal events, the 
benefit of their wisdom (albeit in a casual setting) is lost. 
 Castellucci (2017) believed that in spite of the diversity programs in most organizations, 
societal norms and cultural stereotypes prevent women’s progression to the C-Suite.  The 
situation perpetuates because of the lack of role models in positions of authority, leading to 
corporate leaders deeming women unable to achieve promotions.  With less access to the higher-
paying jobs, women earn a lower salary and, over their lifetimes, endure reduced earning 
capability.  Even when women do achieve CEO status, they suffer a 20 percent gap in average 
salaries according to Athey (2014).  Athey also reported that earlier studies in 1990, 1995, 2000 
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and 2006 showed women at a 17 to 19 percent gap in income.  Nothing has changed; in fact, it 
appears worse.  
 A Catalyst survey in 2016 found Caucasian men held 70 percent of board seats in Fortune 
500 companies, with the balance divided among women and men (of any race).  Women 
comprised four percent of CEOs:  20 out of 500 companies including Hewlett-Packard, Xerox, 
Yahoo, PepsiCo, Lockheed Martin and DuPont. Women comprised 15 percent of other executive 
officer positions.  Why is it a good idea in increase the number of women in executive offices?  
In a 2018 study conducted by St. Catherine University in St. Paul, Minnesota, the authors 
believed “tangible benefits” accrue to companies who have diverse corporate boards and 
management teams, including “higher returns on equity, higher price/book valuations, and 
superior stock performance.” (St. Catherine University, 2018, P. 4).   
St. Catherine University in St. Paul, Minnesota studied women in executive positions at 
some of Minnesota’s largest publicly-held companies.  They found that women occupy 21.1 
percent of executive positions in 74 Minnesota corporations.  Women of color only represented 
3.4 percent of the positions.  Not surprisingly, the companies headed by a female CEO had more 
women in the executive suite than those headed by a male. 
In Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead Sandberg (2013) seemed to put the onus 
on women to take control of the situation: address it head-on, work harder and hold your ground 
when seeking promotions or higher-level positions.  Some women will be able to take her lead, 
but others who are well qualified may not have the fortitude to go for it  
Sandberg (2013), who seems to be one of a small, elite group of women who have it all, 
argued that as more women obtain leadership positions the trend would benefit all women who 
aspire to offices in the executive suite.  This makes sense, but the data does not reflect her stand.  
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The numbers are low, and the projection is looking bleaker as more women decide they don’t 
need the grief. 
Researching the Topics 
Introduction 
In this introduction, I will set the scene for the study which is the premise that women do 
not get invited into the executive suite because men choose not to give up the power that being 
there affords them.   McKinsey (2012) observed that in the 60 companies they surveyed, while 
CEOs indicated that gender diversity was a priority, only half their employees thought their CEO 
was committed to ensuring more women succeeded in entering their executive realm.   
In spite of the fact that women had the appropriate education and experience that would 
help them be successful executives, the barriers in place prevented them from achieving that 
level of leadership.  Koland (2015) found that women were expected to adopt a different 
behavior profile in order to be deemed eligible for a C-Level job, but they resisted.  Since they 
chose not to “fit” the executive mold, they pursued other career paths.   
Sandberg (2013) wrote: 
Feeling confident – or pretending that you feel confident is necessary to reach for 
opportunities.  It’s a cliché, but opportunities are rarely offered, they’re seized. 
 
Whether you fake-it-til-you-make-it or you decide to live under the disdainful eye of 
those who feel they are above you socially, the stress of trying to be yourself in a world where 
everybody thinks they are better than you will take a toll.   
But is that all there is to it?  Women in the business world have experienced a roller 
coaster existence throughout history, and many writers have exposed the inequality they endured, 
especially in leadership roles.  Women in corporate America have been studied extensively and 
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the facts are well-known regarding their numbers in executive ranks (particularly the lack of 
positions held by women).   
 Researching this topic required expanded keywords and search terms, including 
“women”, “women managers”, “middle management”, “sponsor”, “promotion” and “career 
satisfaction”.  I also used the terms “coach” and “mentor” which have been described as 
relationships that involve supporting, motivating, shaping, guiding and encouraging, with the 
purpose of helping a mentee to reach their potential (Varney, 2012).  This was important because 
although women received mentoring, it did not provide a path often for promotions (Catalyst, 
2008).  Nearly all of the research I found concluded that even when a man or woman gave a 
female career guidance and support, it did not help her obtain an executive role in the company. 
 Kanter (2008) studied a traditional, large industrial company (which I referenced 
previously) where women held most of the lower-level jobs such as secretaries and clerical 
workers and men held most of the sales/professional roles and upper management jobs.  She 
found that the company valued the clerical workers less, and deemed them not promotable 
(without actually saying that they did not promote women).  The workers believed that unless 
one was categorized as promotable (a male), the company did not value them. 
Similar Stories 
In 2015, women made up 52 percent of the work force in the United States, yet held only 
28 percent of executive positions in (U. S. Department of Labor, 2017).  The only category 
where women exceeded men in number of workers in the category was the lowest earning 
workers quartile.  Women reached the peak of their labor force participation in 1999, with a rate 
of 60 percent.  Since then, labor force participation among women has declined, to 56.7 percent 
in 2015 (U. S. Department of Labor, 2017), yet it is more than half the workforce. 
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Ibarra, Carter and Silva (2010) cited a Catalyst, Inc. survey in 2008, which found that 
women did not get promotions, earned less than their male counterparts earned and experienced 
less career satisfaction.  The women studied reported that they received mentoring and some 
were designated as High Potential (Hi-Po) employees (see later section for more discussion); 
however, most of them did not advance within their company in spite of the prerequisite 
networking, special presentations and undertaking additional extra-curricular projects.   
There are theories about why such a small number of women make it to the top spots – 
logistically, corporate structure is a pyramid, with fewer spots the higher you go.  McKinsey 
(2012) showed that at 60 corporations in the Fortune 500 they studied, only 19 percent of the 
possible C-suite pipeline candidates were women.  The Korn-Ferry (2017) found that 40 percent 
of the women who were CEOs had technical degrees (STEM), regardless of whether their CEO 
job was in a technology company.   
It is even worse in technology and few examples were found.  Fuhrmans (2020) found 
that the majority of women who do fill executive roles are likely to be in human resources or 
administrative disciplines, not the line roles with profit-and-loss responsibilities.  This, in effect, 
screens the women out of achieving the top CEO-level status.  The reasons most frequently cited 
in interviews with company leaders were family responsibilities and cultural attitudes toward 
women and their leadership qualifications. 
Sandberg (2013) became a well-known executive in the technology industry by using 
traditionally male traits to show that a woman could achieve CEO status. In spite of her success, 
she said that women who exhibit traditionally male behaviors were deemed to be too aggressive.  
Men were expected to be aggressive and were rewarded for it.  The majority of qualified women 
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never got an opportunity to move into executive positions, while many men who are not 
qualified were given those spots. 
Wage Disparity 
Women’s earnings as a proportion of men’s earnings have grown over time, although 
they are not at parity.  In 1979, women working full time earned 62 percent of what men earned; 
in 2015, women earned 81 percent of what men earned.  In terms of the roles women occupied in 
the professional ranks, let us look at a few job titles for comparison.  In 2015, women comprised 
18 percent of software developers, 28 percent of chief executives, and 35 percent of lawyers, 
whereas they comprised 89 percent of registered nurses, 81 percent of elementary and middle 
school teachers, and 60 percent of accountants and auditors.  (U.S. Department of Labor, 2017). 
Based on my research, corporate executives did not recognize the talents of women in 
their middle management ranks.  There was no upward visibility for these women, whether 
because of corporate philosophy, tradition or social stigma.  A study by Catalyst (2008) revealed 
that in spite of men and women getting the same amount of mentoring, the men received 
promotions while women in their cohort received offers for lateral moves.  The same study 
showed that women earned less in their first post-MBA job and reported lower levels of 
satisfaction with their careers than men had (Catalyst, 2008).  McKinsey (2012) reported 
findings that companies promoted men based on their future potential but promoted women 
based on recent accomplishments. 
Studies, statistics and reports abound on this topic, each having complexity and nuances 
particular to a geography, an industry or a company so why is my project important?  
LaMagdeleine (2016, p. 23) posited, “constructing leadership studies as though the subject 
matter is at least as complex as predicting the weather” is critical during times of organizational 
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flux.  This subject is extremely complex, so my study was constructed during a period of change 
in many aspects of society.  He stated, “Institutional memory” (LaMagdeleine, 2016, p. 24) is the 
real core of an organization, fundamental to its ongoing belief structure.   
Driving Force 
Women who are professionals working in management jobs in corporate America are 
there for many reasons, some of which include the need for income to support their families, a 
wish to contribute to the conduct of business in their industry and a desire to contribute their 
knowledge and talents in a meaningful way.   
Many of us began our careers hoping to climb the ladder of corporate success, breaking 
through the glass ceiling.  We worked hard, studied diligently, checked all the boxes we were 
asked to check, but somehow it was never enough.  When you look at the statistics it is clear that 
somewhere in the middle, women lose out in that proposition, and live out their careers feeling 
that they missed making the mark.  The McKinsey (2012) study found, in the 60 companies they 
surveyed (with more than 325,000 women in entry-level positions) women stayed in staff or 
middle-management positions, or left the company without even attempting to address their 
concerns with upper management. 
I wanted to understand what happened to these women, how did they adjust and 
accommodate this perceived loss of advancement.  Did they have goals? How did those change 
over time?  How much did they change?  I can think of a few ways to signify acceptance of the 
situation – and how their career trajectory might look.  They take lateral moves or potentially a 
downgrade to move to more meaningful work; for two of the women, an expressed intention to 
focus on their family and children became the most important goal.  Some women become 
entrepreneurs and start their own businesses and some women use volunteerism to fill the chasm.   
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Nelson (2012, p. 92) stated, “The experience of women as a marginalized population also 
gives them a unique advantage.”  Women who feel devalued or unappreciated develop armor and 
often find other outlets to use their skills.  Women leaders have the opportunity to create an 
atmosphere where others know they value input, encourage open dialogue and promote 
partnerships.   
A 2017 study by Korn Ferry International found that women “CEOs appear to highly 
value the contributions of others, and moreover concede that they can’t single-handedly bend the 
future to their will.”  (p. 5).  They preferred to work in a collaborative environment, scoring high 
in the category of humility.  Men who lead corporations do not acknowledge this valuable 
characteristic, and fail to promote women into leadership positions. 
In Kanter’s (2008) seminal study of Indsco during the 1970s, she described the status quo 
with men in executive positions and women in support positions.  She observed that this 
traditional hierarchy was rooted deeply in the organizational psyche.  She found that the power 
structure in place reinforced the male executive’s ability to allow other males access to 
opportunities and prevented women from accessing the same opportunities.   
Kanter (2008, p. 25) described a “masculine ethic” that identified traits frequently 
ascribed to men as necessary in an effective manager.  Men used this principle to exclude women 
from consideration for promotion to higher levels of management.  Kanter (2008, p 164) 
described a “shadow structure” behind the formal organizational structure where the real power 
players acted out the drama of corporate politics.  She described people who were connected 
with those in places of power who experienced success climbing the corporate ladder; 
conversely, getting sideways of someone in power relegated you to lower-rung status without the 
possibility to recover.  
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High-Potential (HiPo) Designation 
Introduction 
Many large companies have leadership development programs that identify High-
Potential (HiPo) employees– usually young, bright (usually MBA program recent graduates), 
men and women with growth profiles – and provide special training meant to mold them into 
executive material.  McKinsey and Company developed one of the first known programs for its 
associates, which was informally known as an up or out policy.  If a person in this program did 
not advance in his career at the company and become a money-maker, he was presumed to be of 
little value and was asked to leave.   
McKinsey also pioneered the practice of hiring young college graduates to be trained in 
its corporate ways.  Many companies began using McKinsey’s leadership development model 
beginning in the late 1990s and, regardless of their corporate structure, and adapted the tenets to 
reflect their field and habitus. 
Depending on the type of company, the individuals with HiPo designation are on various 
types of fast tracks.  For a manufacturing firm, management level candidates are often rotated 
among different departments, spending six months on the factory floor, six months in the finance 
department, a stint with the marketing team and so on to get practical experience in each of these 
operating areas.  The idea is to be more well-rounded so that as an executive you understand all 
aspects of a company’s strategy.   
As mentioned previously, labor unions consider all workers to be at the same level, both 
skill-wise and wages, and will not allow their members to participate in any programs that single 
out individuals for special treatment.  Instead of the traditional manufacturing floor jobs, unions 
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now represent a wide range of employees including teachers, customer service representatives 
and grocery store clerks. 
 In service-oriented companies, the HiPo will spend time outside the office possibly 
working with installers then managing a retail store.  They may also be part of a call center or 
contact center to ensure customer awareness.  In a consulting firm, leadership wants people who 
can talk the walk, sell themselves and the company and look the part.  Those people will become 
the face of the company, the rainmakers, critical to revenue-generation supporting the leadership 
strategy. 
These programs were designed to put the HiPos through their paces, test their mettle and 
give them executive visibility and exposure.  This often results in additional mentorship for the 
individual, a valuable sponsorship and even recommendations for future assignments.  
Sometimes, the spotlight causes the individual to fall out of the program if someone observes 
sub-par performance.  Some program participants complained of lengthy and tedious 
assignments including self-assessments, career plans and practice presentations unrelated to their 
normal job duties.  These taxing exercises take a toll and do not always end up with the 
participant getting a plum job offer. 
Advantages and Disadvantages 
Ibarra, et. al. (2010) also cited multiple levels of programs that forced HiPo participants 
to engage in activities outside of work at local, regional and global levels.  This requirement 
added volume to their work levels without guaranteeing a return on the effort, and infringed on 
the time and energy they had to devote to their families.  The Catalyst (2008) survey of MBA 
graduates in their first jobs found the compensation paid to women was lower than their male 
counterparts and the women reported less satisfaction with their careers at that point. 
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Ibarra, et. al. (2010) discovered that sponsorship is a special relationship where the 
mentors advocate for the mentee by using their own influence with other executives to promote 
the mentee.  Women reported situations of being “over-mentored and under-sponsored relative to 
their male peers” (Ibarra et. al., 2010, p. 82) and men did not promote them within their 
organizations.  Catalyst (2008) found that 83 percent of women were mentored vs. 76 percent of 
men, but 65 percent of the women were promoted vs. 72 percent of the men.  The men had active 
mentorship with CEO/executive where women had mentors who were lower-level managers.  
Moreover, male sponsors spoke with men about career advancement planning and publicly 
endorsed them, while women received coaching more about self-reflection, their personalities 
and professional styles.   
Ibarra, et. al. (2010) found that male-dominated committees reviewing candidates for 
potential promotions perceived greater risk for women candidates.  The women were less known 
to the committee members because their mentor had not actively sponsored them into a new role.   
One company researched why women were leaving their company, and discovered that 
company competitors offered the women higher-level positions.  That company then created a 
formal sponsorship program for women to increase promotability and retention of key talent.  
After one year, the company promoted (or deemed ready for promotion) two-thirds of the 
women in the program (Ibarra, et. al., 2010).   
The Korn Ferry report on 57 women CEOs found that, “Even when sponsorship was 
opaque or haphazard, it was better than nothing. Four women mentioned an absence of 
sponsorship at senior levels as a hindrance to their career.” (Korn Ferry, 2017, p. 23).  The report 
also emphasized the dichotomy of leadership mentoring for men vs. women where men were 
trained to run profitable businesses but women were trained to manage relationships with others.   
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How Do I Get In? 
Good question.  One cannot volunteer to be part of the program, nor can someone 
nominate one of their peers.  It’s invitation only and, often, the rules are mysterious and vague.  
However, one given is that usually the person is younger and has recently completed an MBA 
with a high GPA.  A person without a bachelor’s degree generally would not be considered. 
Someone who entered graduate school later in their career would encounter an unintended 
consequence because they would be “older” than their HiPo cohort.   
Even in cases where a manager identifies someone on their team to nominate for the 
HiPo program, the rules generally fit the definition of the human resources department’s college 
recruiting guidelines.  The individual would be sort of shoe-horned into a cohort. 
Woitas (2019) published a case study of 22 people who were members of the Leadership 
Development Program (LDP) working at a Fortune 100 global health services provider company 
called, “HC.”  She stated that its “purpose is to develop general management talent, which 
requires a broad knowledge of the industry and operations” and is one of several similar 
programs within the company.  (Woitas, 2019, p. 55).  She described the process of annually 
recruiting new candidates for the program which had between two and eleven members for each 
of the years she studied.   
Her data is broken into two categories:  candidates who entered the program between 
2002 to 2010 and those who entered between 2012 to 2017.  In the former, 25 percent of the 
candidates were females and in the latter 37 percent of them were.  For reference, 47 percent of 
MBA graduates in 2018 were women (National Center for Education Statistics).  The HC case 
study is but one example, however, the statistics for males in the executive suite do bear out the 
results she found.   
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How do we look at leadership as a subject of study - do men have more leadership 
potential innately?  How do we choose potential leaders?  Who is in?  Who is out?  Is it binary – 
leadership as a field of dreams or the dugout of despair?  Levi-Strauss originally coined the term, 
“Binary Opposition” under the theory of structuralism that described two things which were at 
different ends of the spectrum.  In simple terms: black/white, men/women, cold/hot, etc.  Lincoln 
(1989) extrapolated from that and applied it to a means of organizing information, applying the 
laws of taxonomy to his analysis.  He talked in terms of identity – how to be and how not to be – 
manipulating behaviors and actions to play a role, our dramaturgy as members of a leadership 
development program. 
HC’s guidelines for the program reinforce the importance of a recent MBA and up to five 
years of professional experience.  This would eliminate any Baby Boomers from eligibility for 
the program, simply as a matter of inconvenience-by-calendar.  Only 10 percent of the program 
participants were internal candidates who had completed their MBA as full-time employees, with 
the author being one of those individuals.  She indicated that she later exited the program 
voluntarily, as a corporate merger changed the culture of the organization.  Woitas (2019) 
intimated that the 90 percent who were outside recruits indicated that they planned as young 
adults to become executives one day, and were strategic about preparing themselves before 
graduate school and before seeking employment with a company-sponsored leadership 
development program. 
At this company, HiPos completed four rotations, each lasting from one to two years, but 
may hold up to six roles during their tenure in the program.  Candidates were expected to 
advance from their managerial job classification level to the executive level once they 
successfully complete their assigned rotations.  Woitas (2019) emphasized the importance of 
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building an internal network during each of the rotations, a variation on the Old Boys’ Club for 
LDP-ers. 
Although the program had a coordinator who guides the HiPos, each individual was 
responsible to learn and perform a new role and undergo further leadership training all while 
researching possible next moves and networking to secure their next role.  While the program 
offered members a number of tools to enable their success, no one was guaranteed a promotion 
or executive role.   
After an average of six years in the program, and validation of achievement of program 
goals, an individual was assessed and was eligible to graduate from the program.  Woitas (2019) 
advised that no formal documentation of what looked like success for an LDP member, and the 
absence of a formal graduation ceremony on the annual calendar may have indicated a low 
survival rate for candidates. 
Circling back, in the discussion about Baby Boomers, new research shows they are 
staying in the workforce longer, and expecting to continue to learn new techniques and methods 
of doing business.  “In 2020 and beyond, we expect to see a dramatic shift in recruiting focus, 
with more strategies aimed at attracting the booming 65+ workforce and using it to companies’ 
strategic advantage,” Glassdoor Chief Economist Andrew Chamberlain said in Glassdoor’s Job 
and Hiring Trends for 2020. 
Patriarchy Problem 
The reason the number of women dwindles as they move through the leadership 
pipeline is because it is still a man’s world in the executive suite.  (Koland, 2015, 
p. 126).   
 
Authority denotes the idea that a person in power has a right to that power (attributed to 
them by others in society) and influences others to work according to his or her preferences.  
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Traditional authority relies on time-honored expectations of structure, and historical patterns of 
bureaucracy in business.  Corporate hierarchy is mostly traditional in nature, drawing on 
historically patriarchal structures to justify its characteristics.   People in power positions do not 
tend to give it up easily so changing the structure seems impossible.   
Smith’s work regarding ruling relations was described by DeVault (2007): 
“Her work takes up the project of locating lived experiences of oppression within the 
social contexts that produce those experiences. Ruling relations identifies the institutional 
complexes (emerging from the development and elaboration of capitalist economies) that 
coordinate the everyday work of administration and the lives of those subject to administrative 
regimes.”   
In the context of this study, the institutional complexes are the corporations, with their 
social context being the cultural business model of the USA.  Under the bureaucracies 
established by these companies, workers could feel marginalized and alienated by the human 
resources policies of the institutions.   
Overall, the number of women in executive positions lagged behind men and increased 
only slightly over time.  I found studies of women in executive positions (known as the C-Suite – 
see “Definitions”) who got there by overcoming obstacles with sponsorship (Cheung & Halpern, 
2010).  Sponsorship denotes mentoring-for-promotion in the business world.  I found no 
significant studies of women who were promoted without having sponsorship.   
Kanter (2008, p. 48) coined the term “homosocial reproduction” to describe the 
phenomenon where the idealized image of an organizational leader perpetuates; social similarity 
and conformity provides the basis for hiring and promotion within corporations.  She goes so far 
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as to assert that as a leader forms his inner circle, people who are different (i.e., female) are 
closed out of it (Kanter, 2008).  
Bruneau (2018) characterized patriarchy as a naturalized inequality that oppresses and 
marginalizes women; she described it as resilient and responsible for shaping all aspects of the 
individual and in the societies where it operates.  She called it demeaning and devoid of human 
rights and cited its forms of violence:  physical, moral, structural and symbolic. 
 Kanter (2008) described the patriarchal relationship of male managers and female clerical 
workers whose numbers grew around the turn of the 20th century.  Before that time, women were 
not part of the office landscape, but the advent of stenography and typewriters created a new role 
for office workers.  There were two types of secretaries – those who were part of a group (the 
“pool”) and were on call to any manager, and those who worked full-time for one man.  Women 
generally preferred the latter, which provided status, security and the opportunity for a more 
personal relationship with the male manager.  Women did not cross the divide from clerical 
worker to management employee; their career ladder was tied only to the title of the man they 
supported. 
Bruneau (2018) blamed the gender wage gap on disparity in job roles or titles; men hold 
more CEO jobs and women more often are employed in lower-wage service sector jobs.  She 
believed that society accepted the norm that women would skip higher education, enter the 
workforce at an earlier age and damage their opportunities for advancement of jobs and salary 
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Relevant Analytic Theories 
Overview 
In order to analyze the data within an analytic framework, I focused on three theories 
relevant to the topic of my dissertation, the themes that emerged and the applicability of these 
theories to those themes.   
Choosing feminism as an analytic theory was obvious and, given the course of doctoral 
studies over the past few years, there was a large volume of knowledge resident in my library 
and intellect.  The plight of women in the workplace has been the topic of many studies, books, 
articles and political arguments so I wanted to find a different angle or approach in applying it to 
my academic product.  By choosing a specific sub-set of women in the corporate world, I was 
able to focus on what they did, and why, not just how. 
The second theory is Bourdieu’s Constructive Structuralist theory with its attendant 
aspects of habitus, field and social capital.  Bourdieu looked at the subtle and diverse methods 
used to transfer power in society and studied the ways power dynamics influenced social order.   
I took some time to discuss Jackall and Kanter because echoes of their research showed 
up in my data, although they are not the primary theories I used. 
Feminism  
Feminist theory embodies the philosophy of feminism, and incorporates other disciplines 
including sociology, philosophy, economics, literature, art and others.  It focuses on gender 
inequality, sexuality and dynamics of power while promoting women’s rights and interests.   
Beasley (1999) offered a partial definition of feminism that included political and social 
movements, ideologies, economics, education, sexual identity, equality, autonomy, physical 
protection and awareness, racial and intersectional concepts.   
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Some proponents characterize the movement as an emancipation of women, seeking to 
eliminate oppressive social conditions and cultural norms. A prominent researcher in the 1980s 
was bell hooks (1983) who stated that feminism did not provide women with equality with men. 
She did not want the movement to become focused on social equality with men and urged others 
to resolve the fragmented ends of feminism which she believed served mainly special interest 
groups rather than women as a whole.  The author argued that men’s liberation was important to 
feminism in the fight to transform gender roles.  She urged advocates of feminism to coalesce in 
their definitions and see feminism as a fight to eradicate sexist oppression in all its forms.   She 
wrote about society’s acceptance of sexist ideology and no matter how much power women 
gained oppression of their rights would not cease.   
Over a hundred years ago, women sought equality with men in legal rights such as 
owning property and signing contracts, as well as custody of their children.  Around the turn of 
the 19th century, women’s suffrage gained traction in Britain and some of her colonies; while in 
the United States, women at the time were focused on abolishing slavery.  A century later, 
women in the United States fought for voting rights.  By 1919, a constitutional amendment 
granted voting rights to women in the United States but many other countries delayed that action 
until well into the 20th century.   
Contemporary movements. 
The second wave of feminism addressed inequalities in society such as gender 
discrimination, and produced a flurry of philosophers like Betty Friedan whose seminal work 
The Feminine Mystique provided a voice for women.  Note that the Baby Boomer generation’s 
oldest members were just reaching adulthood in the mid-1960s so were not overly-impacted by 
the feminist movement.  Friedan (1969) was credited for the increase of women in the workforce 
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which, by 1980, comprised over half the workers in most developed countries, and peaked in 
1999 at 60 percent (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics).  However, the increase came mainly in the 
traditionally female roles, although there were a few notable women in scientific fields. 
In 1964, the Civil Rights Act dealt with discriminatory practices in the work place – and 
in 1967 sex (gender) was added to the list of issues which eventually became affirmative action 
initiatives (Hesse-Biber & Carter, 2005).  The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics showed 
that since 1968, the percentage of employed women working full time has always been between 
approximately 72 percent and 75 percent of all women in the work force.  Earlier I showed that 
the total percentage of women in the workforce was 49 percent in 2010 – so roughly 35 percent 
of households.  Even being generous about the jobs and titles the women held, it remains a very 
low number for role-modeling of women in corporate professions.  Coontz (1992) wrote about 
the late 1960s and the early 1970s as an era where even college-bound middle-class women 
expected to be housewives and not return to work until their children were grown.   
 The third wave of feminism arose in the 1990s somewhat in protest to the second wave.  
Third wave feminists believed that the second wave failed to accomplish its goals, even asserting 
that those goals focused on women of privilege and did not address sexual empowerment or 
racial considerations.  The third wave embraced Standpoint theory (developed by Dorothy E. 
Smith in the 1960s) which posited that members of a marginalized group experience alienation 
because of socially sponsored domination. 
Some sociologists and scholars defined a post-feminist era in the twenty-first century 
where feminism is no longer relevant in society today (Wright, 2000).  It criticized waves two 
(mostly) and three and dismissed feminist discourses as self-defeating and claimed achievement 
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of gender equality.  Pozner (2003) went so far as to say that young women chose to distance 
themselves from the feminist movement due to their perceptions of it.   
The most recent initiatives of feminism focused more on reproductive rights and sexual 
preferences and less on gender parity with a subsequent loss of attention to the gap in number of 
female executives and their pay.  The percentage hovered in the low twenties over the past two 
decades, the very era when baby boomer women should have been making a significant dent in 
the glass ceiling.  Reviewing the literature through the lens of feminism guides us to understand 
why women do not dominate executive roles in industry.  Corporate diversity initiatives today 
focus on racial and sexual preference equality, less on gender.  There is a large volume of 
feminist writings dating back decades even into the 1800s and regrettably a very small amount 
will be referenced in this study so as to keep the focus on the heart of the thesis.   
Feminism is useful as a lens to help us understand long-term oppression of women’s 
rights.  Its primary goal is to achieve equality of sexes in all areas of social life.  It is important to 
understand that while feminism is wide-ranging and all its concepts are important, I will focus on 
recent theorists who discuss patriarchy, discrimination and stereotyping in corporate America. 
Feminism is a relevant theory for my study, and I used several resources for my analysis.  
There were many voices in history and in the waves of feminism that occurred in the 20th 
century, resulting in dissonance and an inability to set clear goals and paths to achievement.  
Most feminists agree that the root of sexist oppression is the male-dominated systems that 
operate in most of the world.  Even where women have power, there is oppression and lack of 
social equality.  I saw this echoed at a personal level with several of my respondents.   
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Smith. 
Dorothy E. Smith (b. 1926 in Yorkshire, England) expanded on Feminist Standpoint 
Theory which we will discuss later.  Her work looked at the social world from the perspectives 
of women in their everyday worlds and the ways in which women socially construct their worlds.  
Smith was an activist in the feminist movement in the 1960s and 1970s who described the lived 
experiences of women within their social contexts.   A follower of Marx, she believed that 
capitalism was one of the root causes of institutional oppression of women, and subjected them 
to gender-based authoritarian dominance by men.    
It is unfair to create society—and what Smith (1990) called “institutional ethnography” 
and “ruling relations”—based on only one point of view/being knowing that experiences differ, 
across space, time, and circumstance.  Feminism brings another viewpoint to the forefront, 
enhancing the social viewpoint and yet does not eliminate the status quo on its own. 
In Feminism and Marxism: A Place to Begin, A Way to Go, Smith (1997) explains how 
"objective social, economic and political relations ... shape and determine women's oppression." 
Feminist theory applies to the study of these phenomena and was an important part of my 
project.  Several waves of social popularity of feminism occurred in the United States over the 
past 100 years so there is plentiful literature to review.   
 Institutional issues. 
Corporate America reflects the society in which it exists:  patriarchal, institutional, 
symbolic, ritualistic, habitual and systemically hierarchical.  Coontz (2000) argued that a 
continued depiction by the media in the 1950s idealized families and ignored the crisis of a large 
part of society, namely poor, black and non-traditional households.  She also described the 
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repetitions of male dominance in the labor force since Victorian times, and the expectation that 
women were domestic goddesses, trapped in the home and forbidden from the business world.  
We need to consider the broader socio-economic conditions that perpetuate this myth (gender 
and the cult of domesticity) along with the damage to society when we fail to do so.   
 hooks (1984) blamed the institutional structures of hierarchical male dominance and 
urged society to examine these systems.  The traditional hierarchy in modern corporations, based 
on male dominance and the expected traits of an executive, created a gap in the opportunity for 
women to advance into top positions.  One might wonder, once these gaps were identified, why 
not work to change the system?  In society, the group or class of people who hold the power do 
not voluntarily (or happily) give it up; change must be forced from outside that group.  
Constructivist Structuralism 
Habitus is a “product of history – in accordance with the schemes generated by 
history.  It ensures the active presence of past experience which…tend to guarantee 
the correctness of practices and their constancy over time…”  (Bourdieu, 2002b, p. 
278). 
 
 Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) was a French sociologist who went against the grain of his 
idealistic contemporaries and sought a more realistic (or practical) approach to the problems he 
studied.  Bourdieu spent the second half of the twentieth century developing his theoretical 
approach to sociology studying “how individual actors negotiate a constant balancing act 
between personal dispositions and the social structures that impinge upon them.”  
(LaMagdeleine, 2016, p. 51).   
 Bourdieu studied Durkheim, Marx, Weber and other prominent social and political 
figures of the early 1900s, but differed from them in how he applied the concept of Capital to 
individuals in social settings.  For example, Marx largely ignored the cultural arena where 
citizens act and Weber would not acknowledge habit as a sociological element.  Bourdieu 
applied the concept of power, insisting that it constrained social interactions, in forming his four-
part capital theory.   
 A duality emerged in Bourdieu’s research – he found that social forces shape an 
individual’s behavior while at the same time an individual perceives his or her surrounding 
society and acts within it (Bourdieu 1990 [1980]).  His work drew from the theories of Durkheim 
and Weber, among others, and helped us understand more about how our individual choices are 
often a result of social forces outside our control.  He believed that the power relationships 
between people or groups act to restrict the interactions between them within their social 
structures.  This concept is germane to my research and the goal of discovering how women 
respond to their incumbent situations. 
A key contribution in use of the term “habitus” was to describe a set of character traits 
that cause us to act according to our perceptions, thoughts and actions in a particular 
environment.  It is an acquired “system of structured, structuring dispositions . . . which is 
constituted in practice and is always oriented towards practical functions” (Bourdieu, 1990).  
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     57 
 
Attendant to habitus is the concept of “field” which helps us place individuals in a particular 
social space.  Bourdieu’s Field is the stage where Habitus acts, the setting or place where 
individuals live, work or play in accordance with specified rules.  For my analysis, this theory 
will inform our discussion of women and their experiences in the company offices where they 
interacted with others and were subordinate to the power relationships inherent in the 
management structure. 
 Bourdieu (1984) described social space as the social structures of individuals, governing 
how they act within them.  He used the concepts developed under this umbrella to study many 
facets of society and established cultural frameworks for others to use.  For the women I studied, 
their social structures were the offices where they work, but also spaces outside of work where 
they act as individuals to fulfill their personal and professional ambitions.  The interdependence 
of habitus (the construct) and field (the structure) sets the stage for the lived experiences of 
women in corporate America.   
 Habitus. 
 One’s habitus is the combination of his or her acquired perceptions, thoughts and actions 
and guides the individual how to act in situations they encounter in life.  People tend to act out of 
their subconscious, not even aware of why they act in a certain way.  This subjective point of 
view for the individual develops over time starting with the family; it is highly structured and 
innate to one’s being.  However, it is not accomplished by training or formal indoctrination; we 
are conditioned to the habitus systems (Bourdieu, 1980 [1990]).   
 Think about an orchestra playing without a conductor, where the instrumentalists know 
what and how to play the music because of their conditioning as musicians.  Military people call 
this Modus Operandi (MO) – how one operates or performs their duty.  Homogeneity within the 
group of musicians or soldiers causes their standard practices to be taken for granted, not 
questioned; thus, their individual habitus interacts with others in the habitus of the group.  
Bourdieu (1984, p. 170) defines this internalization of the social space in two ways: “a 
structuring structure” governing practices and “a structured structure” governing organization of 
our perceptions.   
 A physical metaphor to help understand this concept is as such:  When you were learning 
to ride a bicycle, you had to focus on holding the handlebars, pedaling, keeping your balance and 
likely were looking downward at yourself on the bike while doing so.  But, once you learned 
how to ride, you no longer focused on the rudimentary physical exercise and you were 
comfortable hopping on the seat while one leg started the thing in motion.  You looked down the 
street to where your friends were waiting on their bikes for you to join them on their way to the 
park. 
 Most of the time people act subconsciously out of their internalized structure (which I 
think of as instinctive behavior), and do not stop to process or analyze every word or motion.  As 
the adage goes, a leopard does not change his spots; so goes our habitus and, generally, an 
individual’s behavior is predictable given his or her past actions.  If you learned to ride a bike 
successfully, you predicted that you would arrive at your destination safely (unless you snagged 
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a pothole with your front tire).  Bourdieu’s treatment of habitus helps facilitate our discussion 
and understanding of the way people respond to events in their lives.   
 In the 1970s, when most of my respondents were in high school, I found examples of 
experiences common among many of the women.  This mid-century habitus saw men (dads) as 
the breadwinners and women (moms) as homemakers.  What vision did Dads have for their 
daughters and how was it communicated to them?  What vision did Moms have and did they 
think about gender equality in terms of their daughters entering the workforce?    Later, in 
Chapter Five, I provided an in-depth discussion based on my findings. 
 The U.S. professional business office culture is the setting for this study.  The 
respondents in this study worked for one of the two companies represented.  Bourdieu talked 
about the doxa in relation to habitus, which he described as the deeply-held and often 
subconscious beliefs that guide our behavior.  He described it as a relationship where habitus and 
field adhere together in practice.  Doxa favors the status quo and keeps people in their positions 
of social dominance or subjugation, reinforcing and reproducing the structures of the what he 
termed the field which I will discuss next. 
 For industrial companies, the history of the old-line company dominated by men persists 
in the present day.  To be sure, changes occurred along the way, but they still are average in 
terms of the number of women in executive offices and seats on the board of directors.  The way 
people act out their roles and show up every day has not changed much.  The engineers and 
technical people are mostly men who guard their beat jealously and look suspiciously on women 
who seek to enter their domain.   
 A few women have broken into the C-Suite but in general occupied careers like 
marketing or human resources – the softer disciplines – and are not really in key strategic 
decision-making positions.  Typically, women occupied 25 percent of titles identified as 
leadership including those companies in the old-line utilities industry, and fare no better than any 
other industries.   
 A typical consulting company indicated 25 to 30 percent of their leadership team includes 
women, however they have fewer top positions owing to a flatter organizational structure.  Most 
often the women occupy the human resources and marketing slots on the team.  Many companies 
have photographs of their leadership teams on their web sites and a quick survey of some 
companies revealed that the few females appear to be white women and have blond hair.  So, 
while it appears that they have diversified their leadership teams, this is what hooks (1984) 
referred to as bourgeois feminism.  She advocated that feminism must include all women, not 
only those who were seen as upper-class professional grade, but the lower-class domestic service 
professionals, as well. 
 Field. 
 Field constitutes the objective setting for the assumptions, protocols and roles that 
characterize a particular society are acted out (Bourdieu, 1993).  The social arena is where we act 
out habitus.  Bourdieu (1991) characterized his concept of field as relational – each person in the 
field interacts with the others within their social reality.  He wrote about classes of work and how 
women are identified with the lower classes (less skill, lower pay) in his discussion of social 
spaces and transformation (Bourdieu, 1984).  Some feminists studied Bourdieu’s theory of field 
to understand how power in the workplace affects women differently than it affects men, 
especially where relationships are not equal (one is subordinate to the other). 
The field is also where capital is released in many forms; one’s position is reflective of the type 
of social (sometimes called political) capital one holds. 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     59 
 
 In my study, the field is the corporate office in the United States, which tends to be 
hierarchical, bureaucratic and process-driven, and may be subject to relationships based on 
gender, power and class.  In the U. S. business sector, which constitutes the field for my study, 
the social space for corporations generally includes an office building and it could include a 
manufacturing floor or warehouse.  For some companies, it includes a retail setting or a golf 
course.  In other cases, there are research and development laboratories which are key to 
maintaining its technical expertise; many companies employed an annual “summit” strategy to 
educate and entertain its clients. 
The four forms of capital. 
One of Bourdieu’s major contributions to the study of sociology was to expand the terms 
associated with capital apart from the traditional financial or economic model to include cultural, 
social, and symbolic forms of capital.  These forms of capital are subsets of an individual’s 
habitus and, as one would expect, will affect one’s predispositions and perceptions. 
Traditionally, financial or economic capital is the sum of the monetary resources one 
owns or controls that can be utilized in the conduct of one’s life.  The next three forms of capital 
are derived from and dependent upon financial capital but are not necessarily determined by it 
(there are many examples of rags-to-riches stories).  Like financial capital, the other three types 
can grow or shrink along with one’s fortunes. 
Bourdieu described social capital as the network of “useful relationships that can secure 
material or symbolic profits” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249).  So, it is the sum total of the people you 
know and the social resources they are able to bring to bear on your behalf.  Social capital may 
be part of one’s family – think, Rockefellers, Kennedys or Minnesota’s own Whitneys and 
McMillans – where favor (social) (and financial capital) is passed through the generations.  If 
Daddy was a Harvard man, the son likely would be, too. 
Cultural capital includes familial connections (including wealth and objets d’art), 
geographic location (Minnesota Nice) and educational qualifications.  Bourdieu sees cultural 
capital and financial capital as opposites, using business versus arts as his argument; everyone 
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has heard of the starving artist but we don’t talk about a starving Wall Street executive.  It allows 
an individual to assert authority or power over others whether deserved or not.  In some cases, it 
is a source of symbolic violence between social classes of people – society ascribes legitimacy to 
a wealthier, more-educated person and disdains the lower class, less-educated person. 
When an individual imposes symbolic violence upon another, he or she imposes broad 
concepts on others, believing their own thoughts and perceptions to be superior.  The dominated 
party is expected to accept that position and perpetuate the legitimacy of the dominator.  
Bourdieu (1980) believed that symbolic violence may be more powerful than physical violence 
because it can be more subtle in the way it inflicts the victim, but reinforces the dominating 
structure of a relationship. 
Symbolic capital is a critical source of power derived from the effects of laudatory 
attention, symbols of prestige or honor.  In popular culture, the Grammys and Oscars provide 
trophies to singers and actors.  In the business world, individuals are frequently given awards 
like “Salesman of the Month” or “#1 Customer Service Rep” to contribute to the lore of trophy-
winners.  Bystanders may look at the person who received the award and ask themselves how the 
salesman accomplished that goal, knowing the person to be a cheater or someone who treats 
others poorly.  The customer service representative may have falsified records to achieve his 
goals. 
 Bourdieu characterizes symbolic capital as a type of advance, such as when someone 
obtains money before producing a good or a service for another.  It is given based on the 
individual’s credibility, belief that the person will be reliable to provide a return to the giver.  If 
the giver is foolish and lends to another who is unworthy of the exchange, the result may be 
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ruinous.  However, in reality the symbolism is less tangible, not tied to a definable value but 
more likely to something like honor or glory. 
Summary. 
 Returning to our illustrative metaphor, the conductor leads the orchestra according to the 
notes and symbols on the sheet music applied by the author of the melody.  The musicians follow 
along and play their instruments in harmony.  If the conductor unexpectedly gives a command 
that is counter to how the music was written, the musicians will become confused at this change 
of strategy, and potentially disrupt the harmony of the tune.  Alternatively, if a musician decides 
to slow down the tempo of his particular instrument, the harmony is disrupted.  What if another 
musician decides to speed up?  Every individual’s action will affect the performance and 
ultimately the experience of the audience.   
 In the business world, people are expected to perform their roles in concert with others on 
their teams including their supervisor, peers and subordinates.  If someone steps out of line, it 
creates disharmony on the team, and others may need to adjust for the person’s behavior.  Even 
in a situation that might be viewed in a positive light, if someone gets a promotion, the team is 
disrupted.  What if that person needs to move to a different city for the new job?  Then their 
family is affected.  Will the promotion we seen as a positive move for a spouse or children?   
 Bourdieu provides a crossover to Jackall by characterizing field as an objective 
environment within the social environment where workers in a bureaucratic environment have 
their own points of view, expressed in symbolic exchanges.  The structures, marked by 
practicality, are products of history that produce more history. 
Moral Mazes 
Bureaucracy expands the freedom of those on top by giving them the power to restrict 
the freedom of those beneath.  (Jackall, 1983.) 
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Jackall (1988) described the social construction that existed in several large corporations 
in Moral Mazes:  The World of Corporate Managers, saying that the bureaucracy within these 
organizations creates a routine, predictable life for employees: 
[it] regularizes people’s experiences of time and indeed routinizes their lives by 
engaging them on a daily basis in rational, socially approved, purposive action; it 
brings them into daily proximity with and subordination to authority, creating in 
the process upward-looking stances that have decisive social and psychological 
consequences; it places a premium on a functionally rational, pragmatic habit of 
mind that seeks specific goals; and it creates subtle measures of prestige and an 
elaborate status hierarchy that, in addition to foster an intense competition for 
status, also makes the rules, procedures, social contexts, and protocol of an 
organization paramount psychological and behavioral guides (Jackall, 1988, p. 5). 
 
Jackall (1988) spent several years studying large corporations through interviews with 
management personnel in several companies during the early 1980s.  He found that bureaucracy 
was the prominent “social construction of reality” within those companies (Jackall, 1988, p. 5). 
He discovered “how bureaucracy – the prevailing organizational form of our society and economy – 
shapes moral consciousness” (Jackall, 1983, p. 1).  Based on other studies he conducted, Jackall 
found that corporate managers were not that different from individuals involved in other 
occupations.  The larger social construct of his study was based on what he termed, the “moral 
significance” of work done by individuals, and related his findings to a historical work ethic based 
on a Protestant belief that hard work as a lifestyle was pleasing to God.  The rise of the bourgeois 
class spurred financial growth and led to the growth of capitalism in western society. 
Jackall studied Weber who, in the early 1900s, developed a bureaucracy theory based 
largely on workers in European companies, and extolled the dehumanized nature of bureaucracy 
which removed emotions from the equation.  He further characterized it as the embodiment of 
masculinity, believed necessary for rational management and decision-making.  Weber          
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acknowledged the Protestant ethic and its influence on capitalism. Although they were both 
interested in ethics and capitalism, Jackall conducted his qualitative studies 80 years later in the 
United States, with considerably different results; thus, he coined the term, “bureaucratic ethic.”  
He sought an answer to the question of how bureaucracy shapes moral consciousness, and 
discovered there is a set of rules that managers believe holds the keys to success in business. 
The bureaucratic ethic contrasts sharply with the original Protestant Ethic. The 
Protestant Ethic was the ideology of a self-confident and independent propertied social 
class. It was an ideology that extolled the virtues of accumulating wealth in a society 
organized around property and that accepted the stewardship responsibilities entailed 
by property. It was an ideology where a person’s word was his bond and where the 
integrity of the handshake was seen as crucial to the maintenance of good business 
relationships. Perhaps most important, it was connected to a predictable economy of 
salvation—that is, hard work will lead to success, which is a sign of one’s election by 
God—a notion also containing its own theodicy to explain the misery of those who 
do not make it in this world. 
 
Bureaucracy, however, breaks apart substance from appearances, action from 
responsibility, and language from meaning. Most important, it breaks apart the older 
connection between the meaning of work and salvation. In the bureaucratic world, 
one’s success, one’s sign of election, no longer depends on one’s own efforts and on 
an inscrutable God but on the capriciousness of one’s superiors and the market; and 
one achieves economic salvation to the extent that one pleases and submits to one’s 
employer and meets the exigencies of an impersonal market.  (Jackall, 1983, p. 5). 
 
To understand the experiences of corporate managers, Jackall (1988) wanted to know 
how history shaped their views and influenced their behavior as leaders.  He believed that when 
capitalism (industrialism) emerged, those who bred and fostered it held religious views based on 
the rise of Protestantism in Europe.  Because work was considered secular, it was couched in 
subjective terms like “methodical” and “rational” to distinguish worldly work from God’s work.  
However, he indicated that both varieties should be characterized as selfless, frugal and ethical.  
Jackall (1983) wrote that the financial improvement for citizens countered the religious asceticism 
inherent in the Protestant movement, which presented a moral problem for society.  As a result, the 
religious element of the movement started to fade away, and left it to be merely a work ethic.   
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In America, the individualistic, frontier persona further characterized the movement during 
the early 1900s, especially in urban areas where cities were built on industrialization and commerce. 
As businesses grew and business owners sought newer, better ways of managing their assets 
(especially employees), Jackall (1983, p. 3) said, “The hallmarks of the emerging modern 
production and distribution systems were administrative hierarchies, standardized work procedures, 
regularized timetables, uniform policies, and centralized control—in a word, the bureaucratization 
of the economy.”  The growing middle class became increasingly dependent upon its employers to 
provide income and a sense of security in their livelihood, no longer part of the small business, trade 
or craftsman communities of their forebears.  Jackall (1983) believed that any study of bureaucracy 
must include the element of morality and its significance in the workplace.  He also believed that as 
managers built and shaped the bureaucracy of their companies, the bureaucracy had an effect on 
shaping their moral careers. 
For most companies, the hierarchical management model shaped like a pyramid is the 
predominant bureaucratic structure.  Typically, goals and directives roll down the pyramid and 
commitments and reports roll up.  Jackall (1983) believed this model created a patriarchal 
arrangement of authority, where a subordinate always acts in deference to his or her supervisor and 
cleverly keeps the supervisor from making bad decisions or committing errors.  The supervisor, in 
turn, cleverly takes credit for good decisions and successes achieved by his or her team. 
Jackall posited that one’s fate is determined by his or her moral choices, and bureaucracy breaks 
down and destroys morality, replacing it with a new version based on situations and subject to 
individuals’ opinions.  This finding is the basis of the Moral Mazes Jackall (1988) wrote about that 
created an environment of inconsistency and ambiguity in corporate bureaucracies. 
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 He sought to understand how corporations defined success (as it relates to their employees’ 
performance).  He found very little objective criteria for achieving personal success, rather that it 
was based more on socially-defined factors.  Executives tended to be authoritarian and removed 
from the day-to-day minutiae of running a company, political alignment was the most important 
factor in managerial appointments and promotions (the Old Boys’ Network) and corporate culture 
(habitus) defined the environment. 
Jackall posited that workers must suppress their own emotions (self-control) in deference 
to the objective of the corporation and their roles within it.  He believed that the way we 
communicate and interact with others determines our level of success at work.  The hierarchical 
structure fosters an environment of competition and social interactions based on (largely 
unwritten) rules and procedures designed to cull those who are not nimble manipulators of the 
behavioral norms.  In an autocratic environment, workers feel like they are in a maze driven by 
executive decision makers adept at shaking up the status quo, creating chaos for subordinates:  
“Fealty is the mortar of the corporate hierarchy, but the removal of one well-placed 
stone loosens the mortar throughout the pyramid and can cause things to fall apart. 
And no one is ever quite sure, until after the fact, just how the pyramid will be put 
back together.”  (Jackall, 1983, p. 4). 
 
 Jackall (1988) defined five criteria for success in one’s corporate career: 
1. Appearance – looking the part 
2. Self-control – avoid emotional attributes 
3. Team Player – play the game and do not take it personally 
4. Style or Manner – one’s adaptability or flexibility 
5. Patronage – obtaining a mentor or sponsor 
 
 There was the assumption that a manager must perform his or her duties acceptably, 
deliver on one’s objectives over time; however, if someone failed but was adept at deflecting 
blame, this was an admirable trait.  Ultimately, having membership in a power network 
practically guaranteed promotability (and protection from failure). 
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 Jackall (1988) characterized organizational life as capricious, being built mostly on good 
luck, serendipity and being in the right place at the right time.  These factors enabled managers 
to rise above the crowd and, with the right patronage, take the elevator to mahogany row.  Of 
course, the opposite could be true, too – bad luck, wrong place and time, etc. would deliver an 
invitation to exit the company. 
 One of the most important outcomes of Jackall’s study was the discovery that successful 
managers had great dexterity at being “symbol manipulators” while keeping on their game face 
in public.  These employees avoided disagreements and never criticized their superiors, they 
parroted the boss, cheered on the corporate leaders and the newest programs or slogans.  
Employees were careful in their discussions and kept their opinions to themselves in order to 
maintain their ability to disavow a mistake later if necessary.  They hid the problem until they 
were able to get rid of it sometime later after the executives had moved on.  
Leadership Performance 
 In contrast, Burns (1978, p. 20) wrote about transformational leadership behavior:  
“Such leadership occurs when one or more persons engage with other in such a way that leaders 
and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation and morality.  Their purpose, 
which might have started out as separate but related, as I the case of transactional leadership, 
become fused.  Power bases are linked not as counterweights, but as mutual support for a 
common purpose.”  Burns believed that “transforming leadership ultimately becomes moral in 
that it raises the level of human conduct and ethical aspiration of both leader and led, and thus it 
has a transforming effect of both.  This “transcending leadership is a dynamic leadership in the 
sense that the leaders throw themselves into a relationship with followers who will feel 
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‘elevated’ by it and often become more active themselves, thereby creating new cadres of 
leaders.”  (Burns, 1978, p. 20.). 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter is a sociologist and management consultant who wrote several 
books based on her research of American companies.  Her seminal study of tokenism, published 
in 1977, exposed the effects on individual performance for someone who held a minority 
position (e.g., a woman in the mostly-male executive suite).  She believed that one who held 
such a position was subjected to pressure to perform in a highly visible situation.  Kanter (1977) 
published Men and Women of the Corporation after researching a large, global industrial firm 
and described the bureaucratic nature of the company.  Some of her precepts were included in 
my data analysis. 
 
Summary 
Each of these theories on its own would provide a broad canvas for this discussion; 
combining them allows me to paint with different brushes and bring out common points of detail 
in the painting.  As discussed, the crossovers and synergies between these theories allow for a 
deeper view of the lived experiences of the women in this study.  Using these theories as a lens 
to focus on women who went to school, then to work (sometimes both at the same time) 
intending to make a career helps us understand how – and why – in most cases they never set or 
achieved career goals. 
Because of the way this study unfolded, there is a way to think about it as a leadership 
case study, using Bourdieu and Jackall along with the concepts of feminism to define how the 
women were situated within their families and their careers.  In corporate settings, each worker 
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needs others to do their job) in order for the whole strategy to work.  This case study illustrates 
very well how this approach works. 
  





If you can't explain it simply, you don't understand it well enough.   
Albert Einstein 
 
In this chapter, I set up the framework for my research, provide an overview of 
qualitative research, describe the interview survey method and discuss the case study research 
tradition.  I continue by providing a discussion of data collection and analysis, along with the 
requirements for confidentiality and ethical treatment of respondents and their data.  This chapter 
wraps up with examples of other researchers I encountered during my time with this topic.  An 
overview of the two companies represented by this case study in Chapter Four and a 
comprehensive discussion of each of the women leads off Chapter Five. 
Although my work is designed as a qualitative study, an underlying element of the data 
is, by nature, quantitative.  In order to compare and contrast the women from two different 
companies I had to gather information about their age range, how many years of post-secondary 
education they completed, how many years they worked at their company and so on.  According 
to Berg (2009), qualitative research was not as common as its quantitative counterpart; it is by 
nature subjective and prone to interpretation.  It takes longer to conduct and compile and it 
would be nearly impossible to feed the data into a computer and get a report that reflected they 
why and how of the respondents’ thoughts and feelings.  The notes, observer comments, 
categorizations and sensory elements of the interviews are critical to understanding each 
respondents’ situation and her future hopes. 
Creswell (2013) distilled over 79 qualitative approaches described by 13 authors in the 
field of research into five major categories:  narrative research, phenomenology, grounded 
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theory, ethnography and case study. Each approach has its pros and cons, but the researcher must 
choose that which most ably presents her research.  I started out thinking I would complete a 
phenomenological study but when the data revealed its secrets, a case study suited the analysis 
well.  I have my advisor to thank for that! 
Overview of Qualitative Research 
Quality refers to the what, how, when and where of a thing – its essence and 
ambience.  Qualitative research, thus, refers to the meanings, concepts, definitions, 
characteristics, metaphors, symbols and descriptions of things.  (Berg, 2009. P. 3). 
 
Qualitative research seeks to understand a small portion of society, and may focus on the 
experience of one person such as a case study. It is the researcher’s goal to link the data 
collection techniques and the analytical techniques to the theory.  Five features characterize 
qualitative studies (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007): 
1. Naturalistic 
2. Descriptive Data 




One of my analytical theories was feminism, and Bogdan and Biklen (2007, p. 20) 
pointed out, “Feminist theory and practice intersected qualitative research starting in the late 
1970s and early 1980s.”  They went on to say that qualitative research topics were influenced by 
feminism and the feminist perspective highlighted gender in contemporary research.  
Creswell (2013) emphasized the primary characteristic of qualitative research was to 
position the respondent in context, in their natural setting which in my study happens to be their 
career enveloped by their corporate environment.  He further stated that, “We conduct qualitative 
research because a problem or issue needs to be explored” (Creswell, 2013, p. 47, emphasis in 
the original). 
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A qualitative study is perfect for my dissertation because it legitimizes the use of data 
collection and analysis methodology that fits my research context.  This study is about how the 
women felt about their situation, what options did they believe they had, and what actions (if 
any) they took to change their story.  What did they perceive about their career choices and 
chances?  How did they respond to the realization that executive row was not in the cards for 
them?   
 My research provided a statistical treasure-trove of women working in corporations in 
America such as those stated previously in this thesis.  It is not about a technical exposition of 
statistics although I am using statistics to make a point. Women comprise about half of the 
workers in (non-entrepreneurial) businesses, but a much smaller percentage of those workers in 
upper management, executive and board level jobs.    
A Framework for Interpretation 
Creswell (2013) described several interpretive frameworks for the qualitative researcher 
to use in a study that incorporate “philosophical assumptions” (p. 22).  These include elements of 
social science and social justice theories, the former of which is appropriate for my study.  The 
previous chapter identified the specific theory frameworks I used in my analysis.  For 
background, historically, society saw women as nurturers, cultivating gardens and waiting by the 
hearth for their male hunter to return.  Men formed social groups dependent upon each other for 
safety and achievement, a sort of old boys’ club for cave men.  That model persisted through 
history.  During the Industrial Era, women moved in and out of the work force, albeit at menial 
jobs, according to societal customs and needs. However, they were not deemed capable of 
managing teams or work flow and were expendable when business tides ebbed and flowed.  
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A lack of female role models at executive levels characterized the modern era since the 
beginning of the Information Age, generally cited as beginning in the early 1970s.  The rise of 
higher-level technological roles created an even greater gap in employment and wages between 
men and women.  This resulted in a lack of women to mentor (and more importantly to sponsor) 
women moving up in the ranks of the executive suite.  It seems that women are stuck in a 
perpetual chicken-and-egg scenario. 
Bogdan and Biklen (2007) provided suggestions to the researcher to aid in the analysis 
and interpretation of data.  They characterized data collection as a funnel, where loads of 
information goes in the top but the researcher makes decisions about the scope and type of study 
she pursues.  Questions are a key component of study design and answers open up opportunities 
for more questions; one must recognize a rabbit hole when one sees it.  Observers’ comments 
can afford the same opportunity, so care must be taken not to make assumptions about why the 
respondent answered in a certain way.  Although, as Bogdan and Biklen (2007) advised, a lack 
of confidence in the first-time research may make her hesitant to speculate in a reasonable 
manner. 
Survey Research 
 Although survey research has been used for centuries, the modern form of it emerged in 
the late 1800s and became a prominent feature in the western world in the early 1900s.  Survey 
analysis became a feature of social science research in the 1930s according to Ornstein (2013).  
In America, the name Gallup remains synonymous with research polling and survey sampling, 
and he excelled at constructing surveys of a representative sample of the population to accurately 
predict outcomes of various social topics and events.   
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 “A survey describes a population” (Sapsford, 2007, p. 3) in a way that enumerates – in 
this case a group of respondents – and helps to describe the characteristics of said respondents.  
He defined a survey as “a research style that involves systematic observation or systematic 
interviewing to describe a natural population and, generally, draw inferences about causation or 
patters of influence.”  (Sapsford, 2007, p. 15).  As Fowler (2009) stated some surveys are solely 
intended to collect quantitative data, a census for example, which occurs every 10 years.  To 
augment the data, special purpose surveys are used to gauge public opinion on certain topic, to 
conduct market research or political polling.  He makes the point that full-blown surveys 
intended to gather data for a special purpose are expensive, cumbersome and time consuming.   
 Berg (2009) described surveys as inclusive of interviews and written questionnaires, each 
of which serve a purpose.  I used a written questionnaire to collect basic demographic data from 
the respondents – age range, education level, number of years with the company, and so on.  I 
made the decision to do that so as to make the interview less cumbersome, relieved from simple 
data gathering.  As to the consideration of a structured versus non-structured interview, formal 
versus informal, I chose semi-structured.  I had a list of questions to ask, but I allowed the 
respondent to drift off-track at times when I thought it could lead to a useful revelation.   
 Ornstein (2013) discussed the importance of questions – how they were worded and 
posed – so as not to be too precise nor too vague.  He emphasized using open-ended questions to 
elicit opinions from the respondent, avoiding a yes or no answer from which the researcher could 
extract no emotional or psychological sentiment. 
 One important feature of survey research is more quantitative in nature, and consists of 
totals, tallies, averages and percentages regarding the information collected from respondents.  
This information is often referred to as frequencies, and Berg (2009) used the term content 
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analysis and stated that it serves as a window into the data behind the analysis.  Bogdan and 
Biklen (2006) referenced data interpretations which reveal patterns relative to the respondents’ 
experiences. 
 “Surveys are methods of collecting information about people’s backgrounds, knowledge, 
attitudes, and behaviors” and, as such surveys are human interactions with the researcher (Fink, 
2003, p. 89).  She urged researchers to treat subjects and their information ethically and 
described the purpose of institutional review boards (IRB) to provide guidance and governance.  
I detailed my IRB compliance later in this chapter. 
The Case Study Research Tradition 
Introduction 
My project began with the idea of a phenomenological study – Many of the people who 
are expert researchers in this area are sociologists, scientists and philosophers.  Their work spans 
two centuries and provides insight into how people understand what happens to them, and what 
we know about why.  I proposed a phenomenological study (Creswell, 2013) which takes the 
lived experiences of a group of people in a certain stage of life and derives common meanings or 
themes.  The researcher distills the experiences of the individual subjects to the essence of the 
phenomenon itself; it does not reduce the individual, rather it seeks to find a universal 
description for what the subjects experience and how they react to it.   
For this study, I chose subjects who are all women, who worked in large, global 
corporations, and who are between the ages of 45-65, identified as the Baby Boomer Generation.  
This commonality provided a basis for our discussion as well as the ability for me to draw on 
their experiences in a way that I could compare and contrast them within a manageable 
framework.   
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Assuming as Rigoni (2002) stated, that the researcher should base every study on a 
foundational theory, I sought an appropriate methodology to apply to my research.  Theory helps 
us describe what we find in our research, allows us to clarify our findings, and focus on the 
importance of the data.  Since the data is clear regarding the disparity of higher level, higher 
paying careers for women, it is important to understand their experiences, which are difficult to 
quantify.  In the qualitative research tradition, the researcher focuses on people rather than data 
or statistics.  Human behavior is very complex and is difficult to summarize using numbers or 
charts, but qualitative methods allow us to see meaning in the results. 
In the American corporate world, stereotypes continue to drive the belief that men should 
be in positions of authority; false narratives and historical norms that developed out of a 
patriarchal model of leadership.  People in power reinforce the existing mythological hierarchy 
dominated by men, using the illusion of objectivity to prop up their authority.  I knew that my 
topic was tinged with the sense that power and traditional hierarchical structures play a role in 
our culture and figured strongly in my research.  I was very aware of this during my research and 
incorporated it into my analysis. 
Case Study Evolution 
 During analysis of the data collected, I started to see patterns that pointed to very distinct 
differences between the women at Comco and at Mancon.  While reviewing the data with my 
advisor, we determined that a case study was a more appropriate framework for this analysis.  
The case study method of research can be described as a systematic investigation for the purpose 
of explaining a particular event or set of events.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) advised that a case 
study is a good choice for the novice researcher and described the process as a funnel.  Start with 
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the big picture, test for feasibility, collect data and distill it down to the most cogent, realistic 
details for developing the theory they represent.   
 Maxwell (2013) described case study theory in the context of qualitative research as an 
iterative process, involving somewhat of a back-and-forth process.  As the researcher collects 
and analyzes data, sorts and focuses on key responses, validates and reflects on the themes that 
emerge, she remains flexible in her approach.  At times, the original intent, so to speak, of the 
research fades in the bright light of the facts brought out by thoughtful and intentional questions 
to the respondents.  Maxwell (2013) echoed the sentiments of other researchers who claimed that 
elements or phases of the research often happen concurrently, more so than in a linear fashion.  
He went so far as to say that the research questions hold the center, anchoring position, 
surrounded by goals, methods, conceptual framework and validity.  Maxwell (2013, p. 6) 
identified tertiary elements of case research as “contextual factors” such as personal goals, 
existing theory, ethical standards and research paradigm. 
 Flyvbjerg (2001) called the key to a successful case study as, “getting close to reality” 
using one’s own experience and intellect to construct specific questions and elicit rich responses 
from respondents.  
In some ways, my research became a type of Life History, described as, “using the person 
as a vehicle to understand basic aspects of human behavior or existing institutions rather than 
history” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 63).  While I did not intend to capture the whole life of the 
respondent, I spent enough time to uncover some historical information and built rapport so that 
later in the conversation(s), the respondents opened up and talked about their regrets, feelings 
and future hopes.   
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As Berg (2007) stated, the researcher must gather enough data to clearly understand the 
respondent, and how he or she acts in their field.  The study may focus on a single entity or a 
large organization, may be narrowly focused or broadly inclusive of many views.  Case studies 
typically include deeply detailed information to expose the nature of a person or entity; those 
involving broader or more extensive research may seem too vague to convey a sense of the 
situation (Berg, 2007).  LaMagdeleine (2016) used a case study approach to describing public-
school desegregation, arguing that it afforded a useful way to deepen his analysis by looking at 
“socially structured power dynamics” (p. 83) as well as applying a historical time line 
perspective to the data.  
Case studies are very common in several fields, including business, and the Harvard 
Business Review is one of the leading publishers of such research.  They are a way to help 
illustrate outcomes of real-life implementation of business practices, linking theory to practice.  
In this case, it allows the reader to understand Bourdieu’s Field and Habitus of companies in two 
different industries and the application of the Four Forms of Capital through exposition of the 
respondents’ experiences within their careers.  I also exposed forms of symbolic violence the 
women endured in their lives and careers as women in a patriarchal society. 
Study Design 
For my study, I chose two fields, Comco and Mancon (as introduced briefly, below and 
described in more detail in Chapter Five), large corporations (organizations) based in the United 
States operating globally.  In order to draw comparisons, I interviewed several women who 
worked for one of the companies (in three cases the women were former employees).  I focused 
on their career life within the industry where they worked, although I also gathered background 
information on their childhood, family culture and their education.  This broader detail helped 
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me understand how they got to where they were and in some cases the reasons why they became 
stifled in their careers. 
Yin (1994) described five key skills of a researcher essential to writing a successful case 
study:  1) An inquiring mind; 2) Listening, observing and sensing; 3) Adapting; 4) 
Understanding the issues, and; 5) Objective interpretation of the data.  Some researchers 
supplement their data-gathering activities with additional resources, and I used LinkedIn to 
review my respondents’ educational and career histories as well as professional affiliations and 
volunteer activities.  I did not feel a need to explore outside sources such as property ownership 
or court records, nor did I request personal documents from my respondents (such as diaries, 
performance reviews or salary information).   
Berg (2009) discussed the scientific value of case studies but noted two concerns relative 
to the methodology:  Objectivity and Generalizability.  For a qualitative study such as this, 
certain facts or statistics are under discussion, for example, age range and education level.  It was 
important to me that no judgment should be made based on demographic information, as it was 
simply a way to establish the respondent inside the study.  These data points are clearly defined 
and illustrated in the tables contained within the analysis.  In this way, another researcher could 
find respondents who fit a similar profile and conduct their own research to determine if the data 
is replicable.   
As to generalizability, again the demographics point to the specific group of women 
studied, and the data gathered may be used to extrapolate general behaviors of a similarly-
situation group.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) also described the potential difficulty in assuring that 
your subject sub-set is sufficiently representative of the overall group of similarly-situated 
individuals in society. 
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Summary 
Once I was satisfied that I could overcome the objectivity and generalizability of the 
research, I settled into developing the case study using two fields, the two industries/companies 
represented by the women respondents.  In future research, my work could expand into a multi-
case study, described by Bogdan and Biklen (2008) as more complex and involving diversity in 
industries and a greater range of subjects. 
 Overview of Case Organizations 
In this section, I will provide an overview of the two organizations represented in this 
case study.  The two companies at the core of this study were similar in several ways, including 
being U. S.-based companies operating in many countries around the globe.  Both companies 
grew organically by acquisitions and had points in time during their growth where they focused 
on their respective core businesses.  In the same sense, both companies at times realized they had 
lost sight of what their core business was, and drifted away from it, only to face a reality check 
when things seemed to go awry. 
However, there were many more differences than similarities and, as my data analysis 
progressed, I began to see how the different culture in each company affected its (female) 
employees.  Because all my respondents were products of the Baby Boomer generation and were 
generally from middle-class families, they traveled similar paths early in their lives. 
Comco Overview 
Comco was a much older company, born out of technical innovation and built during the 
industrial revolution over a hundred years ago.  Many times, the company reinvented itself to 
take advantage of new technology with great success.   Operating in a regulated utility field as a 
monopoly presented some challenges but, overall, its habitus afforded Comco much opportunity 
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in the marketplace.  Comco had physical assets – equipment and buildings to house it – as well 
as intellectual property (inventions and patents, etc.).  When the U. S. government antitrust 
lawsuit broke up the monopoly, there were already other companies in position to take market 
share.  Comco benefited initially by leasing equipment to its new competitors in a complex 
network of interconnected facilities.   
Later, when Netscape created the marketing phenomenon known as the world wide web 
based on the internationally wired and cabled communications network, more competitors sprang 
to the forefront.  About that same time, McCaw Cellular developed a marketing strategy to 
monetize mobile communications, creating an entirely new industry aimed at consumers. 
It is important to note that over the past decade, Comco underwent two massive cultural 
shifts that affected the industry as well as its employees.  In the mid-2000s, it was acquired by its 
much smaller, former subsidiary company and a completely different strategy emerged.  In the 
middle of the next decade, it acquired a couple of companies that set Comco on a course to 
operate in an entirely different industry specifically, entertainment and what is known as content 
delivery.  After more than a hundred years of being the conduit for communications and content, 
it was now a primary producer – and the deliverer – of the content.  For ease of consumption and 
to preserve my own sanity, I had to draw a line in the sand as of the time I interviewed my 
respondents, so nothing about the company is included after about 2018 (except possible a 
referent to another comment).  Today, Comco operates globally under four separate divisions, 
organized around its primary marketing strategy.  It had over $14 billion in net income for 2019.  
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Mancon Overview 
Mancon, now 50 years old, began as an executive search or recruitment firm by two men 
who worked together at an accounting firm.  They operated in 20 countries by 1975, and 
continued to acquire other companies to expand its base.  In the early 2000s, the industry 
contracted and it seemed that the market was saturated with recruiting companies.  In order to 
remain viable, firm branched out into the executive coaching and training field by acquiring 
several other companies in that industry in 2006 and 2007.   
Mancon grew organically by acquiring other companies in the same industry, or in 
complementary industries building a field where they found new ways to generate revenue, such 
as consulting, executive coaching and corporate training.  Molding new employees into the 
habitus of Mancon was not successful all the time.  The melding of many corporate cultures 
caused strain and growing pains, often resulting in employees with significant cultural and social 
capital to leave the firm.   
Its leadership stayed true to the organic, human resources model of organization, and 
valued the intellectual contributions of its coaching and consulting employee tier.  Its assets were 
less tangible, and consisted of research, training manuals and human capital.  Mancon’s habitus 
was to develop proprietary programs which were sold in a package along with delivery systems 
incorporating tangible property and consulting services.  Its net income for Fiscal Year 2020 was 
$105 million.   
 Since some of the focus for this case study is leadership development and performance 
management programs, it is important to observe that many countries other than the United 
States have career track systems for young people.  In Europe, Germany for example, students in 
high school are tracked into either professional careers or trades.  If they have a particular 
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aptitude for science, they go into engineering or medicine; a person not so talented in that area 
might be tracked into a trade like plumbing or an artistic career.  My husband grew up in Bavaria 
and since his uncle owned a bakery, and agreed to apprentice him, he was sent to a culinary 
school.   
Countries with centralized planning governments (communism or socialism) decide what 
training will be provided and put people into the programs.  In Cuba, annual surveys determine 
how many machinists or doctors are needed, and young people are given a “free” education but 
are expected to go into that specific career, at communist wages. 
Data Collection and Analysis Methods 
Overview 
First, I employed a survey questionnaire to gather preliminary information about the 
women (age, background, education, willingness to participate, etc.).  Because of my years of 
experience in corporate America, I chose women to participate in my survey from two different 
companies.   One of the companies was a global communications company, very bureaucratic 
and subject to governmental regulations in parts of its business.  I worked for this company for 
22 years and understood very well how things work on the inside and that enabled me to 
comprehend the meaning behind some of the women’s comments.   
To make sure this study was not simply an expose of women in one company and their 
experience there (which would potentially limit the results) I expanded the study to include 
women from a company in a different industry.  The other company I used for the study is a 
global consulting firm where one of my friends works.  She provided names of some other 
women who might have been interested in participating.   
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I conducted individual interviews rather than a focus group to ensure confidentiality and 
(hopefully) draw out some secrets from the respondents!  The strategy allowed me to probe into 
individuals’ comments and gain insights into the how and why of the women’s paths and 
choices.  
Baseline Survey 
The initial “screening” survey questions delivered on-line were intentionally close-ended, 
to establish the baseline for the participants.  My objective was to separate out the women who 
are truly “middle” in their career age and their position in the company.   
I began my questionnaire stating the reason for the study:   
“I am studying the effects of career movement on women, and want to understand 
how women react when they do not feel that their talents and creativity are fully 
utilized by their corporate positions.  I reviewed literature on this topic, looked at 
statistics and tried to find a qualitative study that would shed light on women in 
this situation.  Because of a lack of data, I believe this topic is ripe for 
investigation.  In my personal experience, women in the professions seldom get 
the recognition (or paycheck) that men receive, and seek other outlets to fulfill 




Please indicate your age range:  35-45, 46-55, 56-65, and other. 
Please indicate your education:  High School, College, Graduate, Doctoral. 
Please indicate the industry in which you most recently worked:  Consulting, 
Retail, Manufacturing, Marketing/Advertising/Media, Finance, 
Services/Technology Provider, Other. 
What is/was the highest level of employment you attained in your career:  First 
level/Individual contributor, Manager/Supervisor, Director/General 
Manager, Executive 
Have you worked full-time most of your adult life?  Yes/No 
 
My hope was that the women would take time to reflect on their experiences and seek 
greater understanding of them, what Bogdan and Biklen (2007) called the meaning they create in 
their lives.  Part of one’s experience includes success and failure, gain and loss, joy and grief.  
Since some of the women (prominent in Comco) I studied essentially “failed” to achieve, or 
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“lost” the opportunity to advance in their careers, “grief” was a common emotional experience 
for the women.  Whether they realized it or not, or recognized it as a reaction to the events of 
their career, the women felt that their careers had not delivered the desired sense of 
accomplishment. 
Personal Interviews  
Once I identified my respondents, I set up a 30-minute meeting that served as an 
interview which was captured on a digital audio recorder.  I had already discussed the project 
with many potential respondents, so the women who agreed to be interviewed already 
understood the purpose of my study.  I provided the following introductory statement to describe 
my research project, and positively reinforced the reason I selected each of the women to 
participate in the study.   
Professional women in for-profit corporations in Minnesota hold a unique position in the 
United States.  My research focuses on the women in middle-management roles who have 
limited opportunities for advancement and realize that the possibility of promotion to executive 
ranks is waning. I am interested in learning about how this experience affected you.   
My study will collect details of your lived experiences, derive common meanings, and 
seek to find a universal description for what you experienced.  Most importantly, I want to 
understand how you responded to your experiences. 
Remember, this is strictly confidential and everyone will have a pseudonym and every 
company name will be masked.  Everyone will hold everything we say in respectful confidence 
according to the document you signed.  
To introduce myself, to the women surveyed, I provided this statement so that the women 
could place me in their professional network and learn a little bit about me before we met.  
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“Renée is a doctoral student studying women in corporate management.  She 
worked in business for 40 years, as a mid-level manager in various industries.  She 
is passionate about serving others in a meaningful way and, for her that means 
spending time and treasure to help others.  Presently, she is focused on helping 
other women find a way to maximize their talents and creativity.” 
 
I developed a set of basic questions, intended to be open ended without the intent 
to lead the respondents’ answers.  I did not give the questions to the women ahead of time 
or during the interview as they were merely intended to be a kind of cheat-sheet for me to 
keep the conversation rolling (and on track).  I wanted to know what their life was like as 
a young girl growing up and what sort of family background they had.  I asked them to tell 
me about their families, what were their relationships with their parents and siblings like.  
What sort of experience did they have in school?  How did they learn about what life would 
be like as an adult?   
Eventually the conversation turned to more contemporary topics such as: 
• What industry are/were you employed in and the company name if you are 
comfortable sharing that? 
• Who were your co-workers, supervisors, executives? 
• Tell me about your recent experience – what was your role and what did 
you do? 
• Do you think your experience (skills and knowledge) were recognized and 
appreciated?  Why/how, or not? 
• Have you ever turned down a promotion or job offer at a higher level?  
Why? 
• Did you feel there were adequate opportunities for promotion and career 
movement? 
 
I also had an auxiliary list of questions like, “Does your family support your career 
objectives?” “What challenges do you face at work?”  “Does your organization or leadership 
direct you to certain opportunities, or are you obligated (implicitly or explicitly) to pursue your 
career independently?”   
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My experiences provided a mutual viewpoint to the experiences of the women I studied – 
in other words, I have experienced the discrimination of gender and age they may have 
experienced as women and as middle-aged managers.  This affinity with the women I studied 
could raise questions about bias in my selection of respondents or formation of questions and 
analysis of my data, since I fit the description of the women I seek to study.  I ensured 
appropriate checks and balances were in place to eliminate exposure to potential suspicion. 
 I believe it is important to note that I conducted the interviews over a short period of 
time, between August 2018 and February 2019, with several respondents being interviewed 
twice during that time frame.  As I write this manuscript, closing in on the end of 2020, a lot has 
changed in our American society, and around the world.  The participants’ comments and 
statements stand isolated in a seven-month period and while it would be interesting to revisit 
some of my questions with the participants and add to them, I stand with an analytical eye that 
must be limited, else this project will never end.  
Data Recording and Transcription 
Berg (2009) described the information collected during research, including focus groups, 
transcribing raw data word-for-word including “ums,” “ahs,” “ohs” and pauses.  It should also 
include notes about facial expressions and other forms of non-verbal communications (body 
language) and observational comments.  The analysis begins with the researcher looking for 
trends such as repeated words and concepts and patterns of responses by the respondent.  
Following my analysis of the interviews, I identified clusters of thought or potential types of 
activities the women did.  
I coded my research data in two steps.  The initial pass labeled segments using the words 
or expressions of the respondents to find rich descriptions of the respondents’ experiences.  It is 
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very concrete.   The second step was more focused on identifying categories of these words, 
where the review of the data sorted the concepts where I saw common themes. 
IRB, Confidentiality and Ethical Standards 
 The role of ethical treatment of the respondents and their participation in the study must 
not be underplayed.  I followed all guidelines and requirements of the University of St. Thomas.  
I created a project with the Institutional Review Board (IRB).  A copy of my application is in 
Appendix A.  My study participants were adult females who volunteered to be part of the 
research.  There were no participants known to be from a vulnerable class. 
 It is appropriate at this point to discuss confidentiality of the respondents and their 
comments and answers.  Each participant was required to sign a consent form indicating 
agreement of confidentiality and non-disclosure, as well their consent to be audiotaped.  I used 
the template for the “General Consent Form” from the IRB web site.  A copy of this is in 
Appendix A.  I disclosed the purpose of my study, how the data will be used and offered to share 
the results with each participant.   
Once I transcribed the discussion, I applied pseudonyms and other identity-masking 
characteristics, without changing their true nature.  The original audio was stored on an SD Card, 
and the transcription documents were stored on a USB drive and both were locked in a safe.  
Once the study is completed any copies of the audio or transcriptions will be destroyed.  
Examples of Other Researchers 
My research revealed that, other than the government statistics, there was not much 
current information (surveys or studies) on how women cope with career stagnation and what, if 
any, strategies they employed to fill the gap between their goals and their achievements.  Social 
researchers look at what happened and how it happened.  Social explainers tell us why it 
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happened.  Social designers provide guidelines for implementing change.  Social idealists tell us 
how the world could be once the change occurs.  Nobody is talking to the women about how 
social reality affects their lives.  So, the question is, how do women accommodate this paradigm 
and assimilate the outcome into their reality? 
Once I identified the topic for my study, I conducted a search for other researchers who 
were interested in the same concepts.  The research I found did not address the actions women 
like me took when faced with the realization that upward mobility was not an option.  There are 
statistics on the number of women who start businesses as entrepreneurs for example, but there 
was nothing that correlated this action directly to their unsatisfying corporate experience. 
WomenAble (2015) reported growth of 51 percent from 1997 and 2015 in all new 
business start-ups, but women-owned businesses and entrepreneurship increased at 74 percent.  
The report indicated that the growth of businesses started by women of color was high because 
of unfavorable policies in corporate America but it was not specific about those policies. This 
report did not discuss the prior business history of the women in terms of the reasons women 
were starting businesses.  There was no qualitative information about their motivation. 
 Of course, some women merely age-out in place, they continue doing what they do until 
they are able to retire.  In cases like mine, the company where I worked outsourced my 
department’s function and forced people out of their jobs.  Many of us were 20- to 30-year 
veterans, so we had more of our career behind us than in front of us; however, we were not close 
enough to retirement age to pack it in and move to Florida.  It was nearly impossible to start 
anew at another company at the same job level and to expect to achieve an executive level 
promotion.  This type of setback derails any career trajectory that might once have seemed 
possible. 
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 Whether one stays in a job or leaves it, once she faces the realization of limited career 
advancement, what does she do?  Surely, some people just take their lumps, but others must find 
another outlet for their creativity and talents.  As a woman working in for-profit businesses in the 
United States, I planned to use my experience and employed qualitative methods to explore how 
women find satisfaction in their career when upward mobility at work is stifled.   
 The Chicago School Tradition figured strongly in my research, which relies on collecting 
first hand perspectives from women whose voices were not heard in executive meetings or 
corporate boardrooms.  Social interactions at work for the women I studied were limited to mid-
level office conversations and work functions, so I looked for symbolic indicators of these 
limitations.  My methodology relied on a small group of women in similar circumstances who 
provided a firsthand account of their experiences.  Smith developed Standpoint Theory based on 
her own experience in studying sociology in a male dominated.  Her investigation of social 
organizations led to a new method of inquiry in feminist sociology, Institutional Ethnography.   
 Berg (2009) stated that establishing rapport with the researcher’s respondents is a key 
factor in the feminist approach to research.  One of the ways to accomplish that is to share one’s 
own experiences and outcomes.  He believed the feminist movement at that time influenced 
researchers to use gender perspectives in their research projects, and take a serious approach to 
studying women in areas that had not been studied before.  A feminist perspective informed 
women’s sense of their world.  According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), qualitative research 
crossed paths with feminist theory in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Four of the researchers I found were doctoral graduates from the University of St. 
Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota.  In 2012, Victoria Svoboda published Constructing Class: 
Exploring the Lived Experience of White Female Student Affairs Professionals from Working 
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Class Families.  Diane Fittipaldi wrote her dissertation in 2014, Sex Sells: How Advertising 
Agencies’ Commodification of Image Affects Older Women in Advertising.  Deborah Koland 
completed A New Game:  Shifting the Leadership Culture to Close the Gender Gap in Corporate 
America in 2015.  Caroline Woitas (2019) studied one company’s leadership development 
programs in Playing to Win:  A Case Study of a Fortune 100 Corporation’s Actors’ Workshop in 
Leadership Development. 
 There were several themes in common across my study and the work these four women 
accomplished all relating to the lived experiences of women in professional careers in the United 
States.  Specifically, the treatment women received in male-dominated societies within the 
organizations where they worked brought challenges and roadblocks to their careers.   
 Svoboda reported that mentorship is common for staffers in the post-secondary education 
community, where 84 percent of student affairs worker are under 45 years old.  Mentors often 
continue to coach the individual after they move on to other careers, especially those in higher 
education. 
Fittipaldi (2014, p. 71) wrote about “A Game of Hopscotch” describing her experience of 
moving in and out of the advertising industry and the challenges she faced based on her looks, or 
her mode of dress.  Some of the women I studied had similar experiences with fits and starts to 
various careers or jobs in different industries.   
 Koland (2015) described the pervasive gender gap in corporate executive suites and 
described a new approach to increasing the number of women in the top roles in American 
corporations.  She advocated for a shift in mentality to open up creative ways of advancing 
women to the C-Suite, along with creating a business strategy to accomplish it.  One important 
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aspect of her program was creating an infrastructure where talent was recognized and rewarded 
through promotional opportunities. 
 As a key component of this strategy, implementing what is commonly called a “High 
Potential” (HiPo) designation for a group of employees is a common way to attract, mold and 
retain talent in the workplace.  Woitas (2019) described two pipelines for companies to build 
HiPo resources:  1) recruiting from Masters of Business Administration (MBA) programs in 
Universities and Colleges, and; 2) corporate-based leadership training programs.   
 MBA programs tend to focus on leadership development characteristics, especially 
financial analysis and decision-making skills.  Woitas (2019) noted that the curriculum utilized 
by many schools lacks contemporary examples with up-to-date terminologies, trends and 
technologies.  Corporate recruitment of graduates is generally driven by desired school programs 
and individual Grade Point Average (GPA). 
 Corporate-based leadership training is a human resources or talent management 
organizational construct employed by about half of global companies (Woitas, 2019); they are 
strategic, values-based and subjective.  These programs are heavy on corporate strategy 
inculcation, and are customized to attract, build and retain their own brand of loyal employee.  
Internal candidates are subjected to rigorous assessments including personality tests like Myers-
Briggs or DISC, and scrutiny of performance appraisals including peer ranking.  
One key component that both types of programs feature is a focus on young adults.  This 
raises questions about how the element of reflection fits into the formula since younger people 
have fewer experiences upon which to draw. One positive facet that could be considered:  
younger people have less baggage and fewer bad habits to break!  In addition, the lack of stories 
to show how they reacted in certain situation could be a drawback. 
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One more researcher emerged in the research with some important things to say about 
leadership development.  In his dissertation, Leadership development of high potentials in 
international organizations, van Dongen (2015) describes several models for defining High-
Potentials in international organizations, and reviews them through an online panel of 
International HR directors.  One model he reviewed was known at Comco informally as the 9-
Box model wherein leadership potential is rated on a two-axis scale.  He assessed five global 
companies to determine if pay was closely aligned with High-Potential designation of 
employees.  The companies claimed that gender bias was obviated through a score-based process 
and acknowledged that individuals in the program experienced undue levels of stress and 
scrutiny. 
Summary 
 In the Introduction to this dissertation, I described how the premise of the study evolved 
over time, especially once I realized that what I thought the women were going to say did not 
turn out to be, in fact, what they said.  I thought that my experience was somewhat unique 
although knowing many women whose career trajectories resembled mine, maybe I just was not 
paying enough attention.  After developing a set of thoughtful questions aimed at eliciting 
positive reactions from the women regarding their careers, I realized that most of the women did 
not feel that positive about their experiences. 
 There were marked differences between the women from each company – the Comco 
women tended to have a less focused career path and a lower incidence of upward mobility.  The 
size and scope of Comco may account for some of this wandering; also, the preference at Comco 
for technical backgrounds and degrees may be a barrier for some women.  They also tended to be 
more wistful about their careers; no one expressed outward bitterness although there were 
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comments about how their aspirations were squelched by one or more of their bosses.  The 
women from Mancon tended to have a more focused career path and saw opportunities for 
upward mobility in their careers.  Mancon is a management consulting firm and, although they 
have several business lines, they are very focused in their approach.  Most of the women had 
degrees that are complementary to human resource and care as well as employee development 
roles. 
 When I refined the group of respondents to ensure a generational cohort was represented, 
it became really obvious that while we grew up in different families and different regions of the 
country, many of us had the same experience as girls in school and women in careers.  As the 
data emerged, I had to pivot the discussion to describe early experiences and the effect those had 
on the later success of these women.  The literature review I conducted had not revealed any 
such data, only statistics about percentages of women in the board room and the fact that women 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
ONE WOMAN’S CAREER PATH AT COMCO 
I have not failed. I've just found 10,000 ways that won't work.  Thomas Edison 
Introduction 
I am a professional woman working in corporate America.  It was not always going to be 
that way.  I was born during the Baby Boomer era, which was the largest cohort of humans until 
the Millennial generation was formed. When I was young, many of my friends’ mothers stayed 
at home, and did not work outside their homes.  They were mostly considered upper-middle class 
families whose breadwinner fathers were corporate executives or professionals.  I came from a 
family of farmers and laborers where we were not poor, per se, but we were barely in the middle 
class.  My mother worked part-time as a retail clerk, mainly because my parents were divorced 
when I was six years old and she needed extra income to add to the child support my father paid.   
No one talked to me about a career:  many families just were not into that sort of thing for 
their daughters.  The post-war era economy was booming and the traditional family concept 
seemed more the norm.  I started out as many girls did during those days as a babysitter for 
neighbors with children younger than me.  I worked a lot (for 25-50 cents an hour) and spent my 
money on books, clothes and cosmetics, mostly.  Because I got good grades in school, my Dad 
would give me a dollar when report cards came out.  He always emphasized how important 
school was, and I knew he expected me to go to college.   
Most of the professional role models I saw growing up were my teachers, and back then 
there were no women in leadership roles in K-12 schools.  My Dad’s second wife was a nurse, so 
I had visibility into one more profession deemed appropriate for women in those days.  When I 
got to high school, my Dad reinforced his college plans for me, and we drove around the campus 
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of a nearby school where he asked me if I wanted to be a teacher or a nurse.  I chose teacher, 
because that was more familiar to me and I made a plan to go to a local community college for 
the first two years.   
I never had any high school personnel show an interest in my future plans, although I was 
a good student and made it into the National Honor Society.  During my junior year, the 
guidance counselor at school had the obligatory meeting with me to discuss my plans for the 
future.  I advised him what I had decided and he said, “Good” and closed the file.  When I 
graduated from high school, my boyfriend proposed to me and said he would not wait four years 
for a wedding, so I planned to be married the following year and got a full-time job.  No college 
for me (at least at that time) and thus no beginning of a professional teaching career. 
In my early family life and throughout my life in corporate America, the concept of a 
moral career is evident, from the strong family culture my Father instilled in us to the way my 
professional life played out in corporate America.  I built my reputation on the values I learned 
as a child and grew by observing the defined roles and assumptions in the organizations where I 
worked, acting out the formulaic rituals established by others before me.  
Background in Context 
I idolized my older half-sister even though she complained whenever she wanted to do 
something and I cried, “Me, too!”  Note:  This is not related to the “Me Too” Movement of 2020.  
Because of our five-year age difference, we really did not have much in common as children, but 
there were times when it was unavoidable.  I remember the two of us trying to drive a tractor 
together – she sat on the seat steering and operating the gear shift.  Even though she was 10 or 
11, she could not reach the brake and clutch pedals from there so I stood on the axle, hanging on 
to the fender and pushed the clutch in when we needed to shift gears.   
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This is one small example how I knew from an early age that my Dad expected all of us 
to work hard, and that everybody contributed to the effort!  As a farmer, he learned in his youth 
to squeeze every ounce of energy out of all his resources; it was the same when he grew up and 
started to raise a young family.  He always worked a full-time job on top of the farming until he 
was in his mid-forties and took a sales job in Minnesota, where he became a suburban 
businessman in 1972.  At that time, I was in high school but the theme had not changed.  He was 
on the road all week and on Saturday and Sunday, my “homework” was to type letters for him, 
and transcribe memos he left on cassette tapes recorded during his customer visits. 
In 10th grade, I took a journalism class because I loved writing and the man who was 
teaching it had a reputation for being a little quirky.  It was a lot of fun and because there were so 
few people in the class, we got a lot of attention to improve our “hard news” reporting skills.  It 
also forced us all to learn extra tasks besides just writing.  We had to type out our articles and cut 
and wax them onto a sheet of glass.  My school had a print shop in-house where we sent the 
galleys for our next issue.  I learned how to operate the machine that spit out tapes that had the 
headlines we wrote printed on them.   
In 11th grade, the journalism teacher mysteriously disappeared (we thought he had been 
fired but we really did not know why).  A new teacher was assigned who had been a part-time 
counselor and part-time substitute teacher and had no idea what journalism was.  We also lost 
half our newspaper staff who had graduated the past Spring.  I became the Editor-In-Chief and 
we had two reporters and one photographer.  Our teacher was often late to class and sometimes 
did not come in at all, but we were determined to keep up our award-winning publishing team. 
In October, I moved to Minnesota with my Dad and stepmother, but when I checked in 
with my new guidance counselor, he did not seem impressed with my editorial credentials and 
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gave me the name of the young lady who published some poetry once a month as the school 
“newspaper”.  She said if I wanted to submit anything to let her know, thus ended the journalism 
career of Renée. 
Outside of school, my Dad insisted that I needed to get a job (other than babysitting) so I 
applied at a local coffee shop/diner and went to training on a Saturday.  I worked that Monday 
night and did a horrible job, but the worst part was the other waitress who was supposed to be 
mentoring me was found in the office kanoodling with the night manager when I went to get 
help.  Three days later, at 11 p.m. the night manager called and yelled at me about not showing 
up at 5 p.m. that day.  When I told him I was not scheduled to work again until Saturday, he 
hung up on me.  The next morning, I called the store manager and resigned; thus ended the 
waitressing career of Renée.  I ended up as a clerk in a department store that was hiring for the 
Christmas season; in the Spring, I started working as an office helper at a boat marina.  I toggled 
those two jobs winter/summer for the next couple of years. 
This Is Not So Hard 
Back then, I got every job I applied for.  After high school, I worked as a mail clerk in a 
small sales office, then moved to a couple of other companies becoming a secretary and worked 
my way up to office manager.  I didn’t have any direction, really, and no goals of having a 
career, I just did not see any role models.  One day, however, I talked to a woman I worked with 
(in her mid-20s like me) who told me she was not planning to be a secretary her whole life.  I 
was surprised that she seemed to have a plan, and it really woke me up.  The company had a 
tuition reimbursement plan and I decided to investigate some options.  I started taking college 
classes part time that fall and continued working full time. 
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Over time, I completed a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree, mainly because I loved 
the process of learning, but also because I wanted to achieve expertise in management and 
leadership.  The degrees did not lead to the kind of career advancement or promotions I wanted. 
Without any specific goals or guidance in developing a career vision, I seemed to be an 
“executive in waiting” and missed opportunities that would have helped move me up the 
management ladder. 
Throughout my career, I had mostly male bosses who, in spite of their “words,” did not 
support or facilitate my progression into executive ranks.  Twice, I was advised that I was so 
valuable in my role, they couldn’t let me move to another department or job.  I guess I was 
supposed to be flattered by that and, even though I was not flattered, I did nothing to impact their 
decision.  Eventually, I overcame the inertia and moved on.   
In three separate cases, I sought career advice at the office and my male boss told me not 
to bother obtaining a technical degree (law or engineering).  I am not sure what motivated them 
to give me that advice, but I regret taking it.   For some reason, I assumed that they really cared 
about my career and would help me advance within the organization.  Back then (prior to the 
1990s) the companies I worked for in general did not have mentorship programs or formal 
leadership development programs.  The best one could hope for would be sort of a coattails 
approach, where someone took a liking to you and gave you a leg up in the organization.   
In two other cases, there were job openings I found for which I was qualified and ready to 
migrate, and asked my boss to be my advocate in obtaining them.  My boss in each case said 
they would “make it happen” but did nothing on my behalf.  I did not have any mentors and 
certainly not a sponsor, because it was never an option for me.   
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I became aware of company leadership development programs in the early 2000s as a 
supervisor at Comco.  They implemented a formal mentoring program in the late 1990s, but 
people were hand-picked by executives and you could not apply for it.  This type of favoritism 
was obvious, but no one in a position of power wanted to change it and lose any of their power.  
Every once in a while, an organizational announcement came out about a promotion or new job 
assignment for one of those lucky people.  I remember one time a young black man who had 
been at the company less than a year, in a lower-level, individual contributor (non-supervisory) 
position became a Vice President.  His male mentor made sure that everyone saw how he had 
“helped” the young man achieve his goals.   
Kanter (2008, p 164) described a “shadow structure” behind the formal organizational 
structure where the real power players acted out the drama of corporate politics.  She described 
people who were connected with those in places of power who experienced success climbing the 
corporate ladder; conversely, getting sideways of someone in power relegated you to lower-rung 
status without the possibility to recover.  
Research for this study led me to investigate mentoring opportunities and other leadership 
development programs that rose to popularity in American businesses, especially in the 1980s, 
spurred by research at McKinsey and Company, a management consulting firm.  Comco adopted 
a version of their hiring and promoting practices recommendations, loosely termed the High-
Potential program.  Candidates were nominated and inducted into the program and were 
expected to advance by virtue of the sponsorship and recognition by upper management, and 
their hard work jumping through management grooming hoops. 
There were very few cases where I saw people in power who were women and, often 
those were women who had a connection to the company executives.  In most cases, their fathers 
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either worked at the company, or had prior business relationships with company owners or 
executives.  I am not saying they were not qualified, but the women were not taken seriously 
because other people assumed they were not qualified for their positions. 
During the span of my career, men occupied most upper management positions and, 
despite the advances made by women, men still occupy most upper management positions.  It is 
important to note that I received very little coaching or mentoring outside of the normal day-to-
day work product and job performance expectations.  To be honest, I never proactively sought it 
out until I was in my 40s, probably because I was busy working and raising a child, thinking I 
still had time to do a career later.  By that time, as had become the social trend most of the 
attention was given to 20-somethings freshly out of grad school and recruited by human 
resources departments.  By that time, most of my supervisors were younger than me, and getting 
“coaching” from them was mostly laughable because of their immaturity and strong sense of 
competitiveness. 
Comco Career 
When I started working at Comco at age 39, I was offered the position of “account 
executive” even though I had no experience in that industry.  The Sales Vice President said that 
he liked my background and the apparent success I had in my previous role in sales at another 
technology company.  He said they could teach me their industry and services, but that it was 
harder to teach people to be successful in a sales role.   
I later realized how divergent his decision was from the habitus of that organization – not 
only did I not fit the mold of a sales person within the industry, I was older than most of my 
peers.  When I started working at Comco I was 39 years old, and everyone around me of a 
similar age had been with the company for at least 10 years; many of them started after high 
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school and only a few had college degrees.  I had already started working on a master’s degree 
and people wanted to know why, because it was not common among employees.  They had the 
mentality that they deserved the job simply by virtue of having been there a while.  Most of them 
knew someone (a father or cousin) who had worked there, and helped them get a job, then they 
migrated up the chain into the sales force.   
As different as this Vice President’s choice was, and completely counter to the habitus of 
the organization, it allowed me the opportunity to show up in a completely new industry and 
company.  Luckily for him, I was successful, and his bet paid off.    
This theme played out again the day I arrived to start working there.  The human 
resources manager said they had changed their minds and wanted me to be a product specialist.  I 
had no experience in the industry and did not understand the product they described; but, again, 
they believed I would be successful and were willing to take a chance on me.  The Vice 
President who made that decision went counter to the company’s standard of only hiring from 
within the company or within the industry.  The norm was to follow the rational, pragmatic 
guidelines set in place to achieve company goals but the Vice President was willing to take a risk 
and see what would happen.  While I did not understand it at the time, my career up to that point 
helped me take advantage of the serendipity of that moment.  In retrospect, the assumption of 
performance (i.e., deliver on one’s objectives by generating new revenue) determined whether I 
would keep the job or be let go after the first six months. 
I went to two weeks of intensive sales and product training along with several other new 
hires from around the country.  This was part of the social construction of the company at that 
time, and standard practice for new hires.  It was mentally nullifying and I was thankful that after 
I returned from training, a woman who sat in the cubicle across the aisle from mine took me 
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under her wing and spent about an hour a day showing me what she was working on for her 
customers.  Some others took me along on their sales calls so that I could observe and learn.  We 
had large binders full of technical specifications and product literature, and there were weekly 
conference calls led by someone at headquarters to convey new information to us.   
Eventually I became comfortable in my role, and accepted the fact that I was introduced 
to customers as an “expert” in the product I was selling.  I created a unique program where I 
went to a customer site for two days and observed their operations, interviewed employees and 
documented how they were doing their jobs.  After gathering this information, I produced a 
written and bound book for them with a report detailing ways they could improve their 
processes, workflow and throughput using Comco’s products and services.   
I helped our team members develop rapport, deepen trust and increase sales with their 
customers.  Another program I instituted was to create a consortium of private colleges in the 
upper Midwest whereby college IT managers came to our office once a quarter for training and 
sales presentations, and to meet and greet their fellow campus operations managers from across 
the region.  I was able to convince our corporate finance and legal teams to allow me to sell them 
an umbrella contract so that they could take advantage of volume pricing, while maintaining 
their status as unique, independent customers. 
Nearly four years later, another manager took a chance on me, flaunting the rules about 
the company’s incestual practices, and I was offered a promotion to become the manager of the 
customer call/contact center in our building.  One of the sales managers I had worked with had 
become the director of the center and she needed to fill a management position on her team.  
Again, I knew nothing about running a call center, but the leadership team knew that I would 
learn quickly and my ability to build relationships was important in that role.  This was the first 
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time I had a female supervisor and I learned a lot, especially about how “not” to be a woman in a 
leadership role.  This woman wanted everyone to know how tough she was, and that she could 
be a ruthless business person.  She cursed a lot and used off-color humor, and sometimes fudged 
her numbers to look good in the monthly reports.   
For my initiation into the new role, she sent me off to talk with our labor union leader 
about a program that we supposedly wanted to roll out in the work center.  I studied the idea and 
gathered some additional information on my own, then dutifully sat down with the individual 
who was the president of the Local.  In about 30 seconds, she frowned and squinted at me 
saying, “Nice try but you were set up.  Go tell Vicky we are still not interested.” 
Change is Afoot 
A couple of years later, Vicky left the company and my peer-manager (Donna) and I 
were asked to pre-interview her replacement.  I thought Donna should have gotten the promotion 
but corporate wanted someone with a wider background and a college degree.  The person they 
ended up hiring had been a peer of mine in the sales group when I started, and had been 
promoted to a supervisory position in a different group in the meantime.  So now, “Linda” was 
getting another promotion and would be my new boss.  I knew that she was really good at 
playing the corporate game, and talking the talk, so I thought it would be interesting to learn 
“managing up” from her.  Her use of social capital was a valuable lesson to learn. 
She made it clear that this job was a stepping stone for her and she did not intend to stay 
more than a couple of years.  It seemed like she was not really interested in knowing how a call 
center worked, and relied heavily on Donna and me to feed her information she needed for 
monthly reviews with our Vice President.  She usually wanted us to sit in her office with her 
during these calls so that we could give her the answers to his questions in real-time. 
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In a funny way, Linda wanted to mentor me, even though I was about 10 years older than 
her with a master’s degree in management and leadership, and had a lot more career experience.  
I was impressed by her self-confidence and her ability to assume that others would do the heavy 
lifting, even as she took credit for the work I did.  At the time I thought she was one of the High 
Potentials, a management employee earmarked for frequent promotions and deemed to be 
executive material.   
One time in a particularly generous mood, she told our Vice President I was a “diamond 
in the rough”:  I managed to keep a straight face when she said that.  I used her good will to 
convince our Vice President to send me to a couple of leadership training seminars for several 
thousand dollars each.  I also developed a training program to take out to our sales offices around 
the country, to improve relations with our account teams and build trust between them and our 
customer service teams.  I continued to build my personal brand in the maze of bureaucracy as a 
leader taking what respect I could from Linda and treating the people who worked under me with 
a fair and even hand. 
During my time in that organization, I learned about rating and ranking of employees, my 
team members, as a way for the company to identify individuals with promotion potential but 
more importantly the potential for payroll reduction.  Supervisors were trained to conduct a 
performance review in such a way that it would support the subordinate’s position in a ranking 
model.  We no longer talked to them about attendance charts and call center statistics, we 
introduced other variables, such as leadership potential, adherence to corporate policy and 
professional advancement.   
Each year, we filled out forms and matrices with performance ratings comparing each 
person to his or her peers.  This forced us to populate a spreadsheet with numerical scores based 
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on their performance, and when tallied the scores sorted out the top and bottom performers in 
binary opposition.  We knew that anyone in the bottom 30 percent was subject to a layoff within 
the coming year.  Starting in about 2001, there were annual rounds of layoffs to meet company 
budget objectives.  
After I was in that role for five years, the company decided to close the call center and I 
was approached about another opportunity.  I did not know anything about that organization, but 
they were heavily involved with our customer base, and worked closely with the sales teams to 
solve service-related problems.  I thought, what the heck, not the first time I took a job where I 
knew nothing from the start.  My boss was a very nice man who managed a team of three 
women; he was generous with coaching and advice and knew how to play corporate politics.  He 
stopped short, however, when one of us asked him to help where it would cost him personal 
capital to achieve what we wanted.   
I quickly became his favorite and frequently sat in for him when he was on vacation.  I 
earned high scores on my annual performance appraisals and was treated very pleasantly by 
upper management.  I thought he would nominate me for a mentoring program, but he did not 
want to expose himself to any possible embarrassment should I fail.  Using Bourdieu to 
characterize his behavior, I realized he was unwilling to use his social capital personally on my 
behalf. 
Our organization continued the practice of rating and ranking employees and sending the 
spreadsheet up the chain of command.  Occasionally, I was asked about someone on my team, 
who was ranked at or near the top of the spreadsheet.  I filled out a questionnaire, identified their 
leadership qualities, provided examples of exemplary activities and gave a recommendation for 
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them.  Only once was someone on my team offered a chance to be in a leadership program but 
when she found out she might be offered a job in another state if she succeeded, she declined. 
Change in Culture 
A couple of years later, through a massive corporate restructuring by acquisition, my 
employer, although larger than the company that acquired us was gobbled up and spit out into 
the existing culture, without so much as a fare thee well.  We were like the Titanic hitting an ice 
berg, and we went down hard.  When the dust settled, a young man who had been with our (new) 
parent company joined our team.  Suddenly, it was the old boys’ club between him and my boss, 
and I no longer had “Platinum Status”.  In that moment, the moral career of my boss was 
revealed.  One of the women on our team was basically told to go find another job.  She was 
openly criticized in front of others and verbally belittled on our weekly team calls.   
The culture or habitus (per Bourdieu) of the company that acquired Comco was very 
different from what I was used to.  Even though they were a smaller company that acquired a 
larger company, and retained the larger company’s corporate name and logo, their old boys’ 
network and nepotistic culture prevailed.  What began as a collaborative atmosphere in the 
dating phase quickly turned into a “We’re the boss” narrative once the acquisition was 
completed.  Layoffs occurred more frequently and cut deeper into the organization.   
At one time, I supervised 18 people across the mid-section of the country from Boise to 
Atlanta.  My team represented over 120 customers and as much as I tried, I could not keep up 
with everything that was going on.  Luckily, most of my reps were good at their jobs and built 
strong rapport with their customers.  Those customers rarely called me for help and when they 
did, I always respected the relationship they had with my rep.   
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I focused on the problem children and the customers who were dissatisfied with the 
support they were getting from my team members.  Twice a year we had to submit a list of 
people who would be teed up for the next layoff.  It was exhausting and discouraging to be put in 
such a position where I had to demean a fellow employee and justify why they should not keep 
their job.  It was a “numbers game” and somebody had to end up at the bottom of the list. 
About six years into that job, an opportunity opened up in another organization where I 
knew the woman who was the Assistant Vice President.  Karla said she was thrilled to hear that I 
was interested in the job, which was a promotion for me, and she advocated to move me into the 
role.  The male leader of the sales team we supported wanted her to choose a man he knew that 
would have resulted in a two-level promotion for him, which our company did not support.  I had 
to interview with several of the sales team members as well as our organization’s Vice President 
(who at that time was a woman) who finally gave the OK to promote me into that role.  Karla 
spent a lot of time making sure nobody would regret the decision she made to hire me, thus 
extending my moral career by virtue of her advocacy.   
As a Director, I was privy to additional leadership training and insights although there 
was still no mentor or formal program available to me.  I developed more awareness of the 
leadership training program that was in place, and understood the nuances of it better.  We still 
had layoffs every year and the rating and ranking spreadsheet reigned supreme in the eyes of the 
human resources managers who controlled all aspects of managing our teams.  Also, during this 
time, I realized that at each level of management, more secrets are revealed to supervisors as they 
are required to perform additional duties on behalf of the company.  
There remained a secretiveness to the whole process and those of us who managed people 
were just the conduit for the data which had to be very objective, with very little subjective 
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opinion interjected.  Once I asked a human resource manager why I was not able to participate in 
a mentorship program or be considered for a leadership development slot; she said she could not 
tell me that.  My supervisor only said that it was all data-driven and she had no real input.  We 
were both on the sidelines of a game that we did not know the rules for.  It was an unresolvable 
stand-off and I felt very unsettled that my talents were not recognized in that way.  Goffman 
(1952) wrote about people who were victims of exploitation by others – a “sucker” – someone 
who was a sort of useful idiot.  In these rating and ranking exercises, I felt used and objectified in 
having to turn in scores of my employees knowing what was to be the outcome.  Unfortunately, 
the moral maze that characterized our organization provided no one to act as the “cooler” (in 
Goffman’s terms) who would be responsible to assuage my remorse for participating in these 
actions. 
Karla was a great role model and really cared about the people she worked with.   I knew 
there were times when our (male) executives thought she cared too much, and that she should be 
more distant from the team and the work.  Occasionally, she opened up to me about the pressure 
she was getting to “look” more like our male executives who rarely spoke with our front-line 
reps.  The Vice President who had been so supportive had left the company, and was replaced by 
a man who had very little time for anyone who was not his senior. 
Once during contract negotiations with our organization’s largest corporate client, Karla 
came to town and her boss flew in for the meeting, too.  I picked them up at the airport and we 
talked about our strategy for the customer conversation.  The boss looked at his Blackberry the 
whole time, and did not engage with us at all during the 40-minute car ride.  After the meeting, 
we got back into the car and he asked her what she was going to do about the customer’s 
concerns, without bothering to debrief about the meeting, or discuss what the customer had told 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     109 
 
us.  I do not know if he gave her any coaching in private, but I doubted it.  Afterwards, she 
confided to me that she was sad that he blamed her for all the problems and refused to provide 
coaching to come up with any solutions. 
Eventually she was moved to another organization and they replaced her with a man they 
knew would be focused on numbers not people, and would do whatever the executives wanted 
him to do.  After a short time, it became obvious that I was not going to be a fit for his team.  In 
our monthly reviews, I talked about how my team was doing, their recent customer interactions, 
some unique problems they had solved, our relationship with our sales teams.  He would ask 
about my statistics and results, which were all documented in reports provided by our 
administrative staff.  He gave me assignments to produce reports and presentations for him, but 
never provided clear direction.  Consequently, what I provided never met his expectations, even 
after spending hours on multiple versions of a chart or graph.   
Continued Learning 
In the meantime, I decided to look at opportunities to further my education and hoped it 
would open up new career possibilities either inside Comco or outside.  To be honest, a 
Doctorate in Leadership was not going to be useful in the sales and customer service departments 
I had worked in at Comco; by that point the only degrees they deemed valuable were in project 
management, software programming or data analytics.  We had annual training targets that 
included mini-courses in these areas as well as ongoing operations and product training.   
People were recognized for certification in IT Agile and Scrum technologies, and project 
management or network security services.  That just was not appealing to me, and I 
acknowledged it would only be a matter of time before I was laid off again.  I just really wanted 
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to hang on a couple more years to finish the Ed.D.  I had a good reputation although many of the 
people I’d built it with were gone and the new sheriffs in town did not care. 
Last-Minute Save 
In about a year, departmental layoffs were announced and I got a layoff notice, which did 
not surprise me; I was almost relieved.  By this time, my supervisor was ignoring me and 
deferring all my requests to his administrative assistant.  He rarely spoke with any of us, and 
used email almost exclusively to communicate.   Because of the good will (and reputation) I had 
built over the years across the country and across different departments, there were people 
(unknown to me at the time) who were advocating on my behalf and working the “save” me 
from the chopping block.  I was recognized as a leader for the knowledge I had developed over 
the years, but also for the relationships I had cultivated both internally and externally. 
I was able to move into another organization with a lower-level job and stayed another 
couple of years with Comco.  The culture had changed so much that many people who lacked a 
strong social network within the company had no options for visibility and promotions.   
From that time on, all the supervisors I had were white men who were younger than me.  
They were happy to let me do the heavy lifting, offered very little support or coaching, and gave 
me good reviews.  At that point, I became accustomed to the fact that if I wanted anyone to know 
what I was doing on behalf of our customers, I needed to tell them, get back to development of 
my moral career.  I volunteered for extra work, took extra time to document my activities, made 
a point of sending emails to my boss and copying his boss whenever I thought I could get away 
with it.  I began a practice of giving a “heads up” to some people on our executive team who had 
expressed praise for me in the past.  These emails were worded to ensure they knew the depth of 
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my knowledge and understanding of our clients and outlined the solutions I proposed, so that no 
one else could take credit. 
After a couple of years, and another couple of re-organizations (they were occurring 
about every 12-18 months at that point), we ended up with a woman Vice President in our 
management chain.  She asked for a biography on each of us and I mentioned that I was in a 
doctoral program for leadership.  Telling her was a mistake; I could feel her rolling her eyes and 
smirking at me through the phone line.  We discovered that her father was close friends with one 
of the company executives, and that she was on the fast-track program.   
I had a very negative experience as part of that team.  One time when I was explaining a 
customer problem to her, she interrupted me and very sarcastically said, “Well, you’re in Lea-
der-ship school, so I’m sure you can figure it out.”  Another time, I sent an email to several 
people describing some issues we were having with other internal departments and offered 
suggestions for how to work collaboratively to resolve them.  She called me directly and told me 
that my message was entirely inappropriate, and I had no authority to express my opinions.  She 
accused me of blaming one of her staff members for all the problems and when I said that was 
not true, she said I was lying and everybody knew it.  She told me, “A real leader wouldn’t argue 
with me.”  
The layoffs continued, nearly one every year, and eventually the entire department I 
worked in was outsourced and a couple thousand people left the company, myself included in 
October 2017.  During the year that followed, I went through the cycles of grief (ala Kubler-
Ross, more in Chapter Four) several times.  I signed up for career coaching, outplacement 
counseling and a large array of resources to help me get re-employed.  Some of the resources 
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focused on wellness and mindfulness, too, covering the more emotional and spiritual aspects of 
unemployment. 
How to Cope 
Based on my experiences, I intended through this study to explore how corporate women 
in middle-management jobs at for-profit corporations in America cope with career stagnation and 
lack of opportunity at executive levels.  Before I interviewed my first respondent, I asked myself 
the questions I had prepared for them.  I mentally summarized my experience as a young girl and 
the career guidance I never got.  I thought about my family’s history with work and the lack of 
formal post-secondary education, as well as the dearth of intention in career goal-setting.  I 
remembered feeling invisible in high school in the absence of counseling by the administrative 
office.  My most vivid memory is my Father’s insistence that I go to college, and of him asking 
me if I wanted to be a teacher or a nurse, as if those were truly the only choices available to me.  
As mentioned, I did not proceed to college right after high school, but I knew that I would pursue 
it someday.  
Summary 
Why do this research?  To be honest, when I started the doctoral program, I had no idea 
what topic to choose for my dissertation – I assumed one day a light bulb would go off above my 
head and I would “know” my path.  It did not; however, because of my experience, it was 
important to me to study other women whose upbringing and careers were similar to mine to see 
if they felt the same about it as I did. So, I started by selecting a group of women who worked at 
the same company where I spent 22 years in various management roles.  In order to inject 
another viewpoint, I selected a group of women who worked at a company in a different 
industry, to see if their experiences were any different.   
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I think there were a lot of women at Comco in addition to the ones I interviewed who had 
the same experience because of the bureaucratic structure and the old-line, utility or industrial 
model that weighs it down.  As my project progressed, it became very clear that the differences 
between women at Comco and Mancon was so stark, not only in corporate structure, but 
moreover in attitudes and approaches to everything from business models to customer 
relationships.  I thought all the women would, in general, show up the same in the final analysis 
and, as it turned out the top three themes that emerged were common between two-thirds to 
three-quarters of the women.  However, as I began to break down the data, and saw through the 
analysis how different the two groups were, what I found out was eye-popping to me.  I realized 
a binary case study structure would help me present the data in such a fashion as to show the 
stark realities between the two companies.   
The women at Comco were mostly resigned to just living out their work life, and the two 
who had already left were happy they moved on to something for which they expressed a 
passion.  They (except for one) had not qualified themselves for careers in a research- and 
development-oriented field.  That one served to prove the habitus of Comco – you needed the 
technical qualification in order to advance.  The cultural capital was important even for that one, 
when she left the laboratory for marketing, she carried it with her.  The Mancon women were 
happier in place, and were optimistic about their futures with the company, and within their 
chosen field.  They fit in because they had trained themselves for careers in that field before they 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF WOMEN RESPONDENTS 
Introduction 
 In this Chapter, I present an overview of the respondents, with 11 women represented as 
a whole but with respect paid to their individual stories and outcomes.  Throughout my study, I 
spoke with women not included in the data who had similar experiences to many others in the 
Baby Boomer generation and those experiences reflected the statistical research presented in 
Chapter One.   
My respondents were very much like the women in the whole of the Baby Boomer cohort 
having grown up during a time of great prosperity and yet massive social upheaval and change.  
They were not only burning bras (which some historians say never happened) they were burning 
up social norms and demanding legal reinforcement of individuals’ rights.  Granted, most of the 
activity was on the coasts and in very large cities, but even the cultural time lag in the Midwest 
and South did not cause much of a delay for women in that era.  The rise of news reporting on 
television every night afforded nearly everyone (in the middle class) a look at how social change 
was played out. 
To begin this phase of analysis, I present the numeric data summarized in totals, averages 
or percentages, and then analyze the data, irrespective of company affiliation of the women.  For 
reference, a comprehensive table of all respondents and all the statistical data included in my 
analysis is in Appendix D.  After the statistical review, I presented an overview of each 
respondent by providing a narrative story for each woman, including a brief description of their 
look and style, to assist the reader in situating them within their cohort.   
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The interviews I conducted were mostly a chronological review of each subject’s lived 
experiences, through the lens of their family backgrounds, friendships and workaday 
relationships.  As the women talked about their lives (my first question referred them to their 
middle-childhood years, the so-called formative years) they recalled people who influenced them 
in a particular way.  For some, it was a parent and for others it was a teacher or other adult 
outside their family.  In most cases, the interactions they recounted reflected an emotional or 
moral bent rather than a more pragmatic, advisory relationship. 
 An overview of the respondents was included in this chapter so that the reader will have 
an insightful look at who these women are, their stories in brief, as the backbone for analysis in 
Chapter Five.  The women are listed in alphabetical order and, while their company affiliation is 
included in the overview, the reader should focus on the narrative of the women’s experiences as 
a whole, irrespective of where they worked at the time of our interview.  The mention of their 
corporation of employment is merely a reference point to recall later in the study. 
 Several core themes emerged from my research and these are described in this chapter, 
with the three most common themes highlighted for discussion.  The three most prominent 
themes the women cited were:  Lack of Guidance, Homosocial Reproduction and Work/Life 
Balance.  Three themes were less common and did not represent a majority of the women:  
Apathy or Low Confidence, Disillusionment with no clear goals and no mentoring.  Some of 
these themes show up in the verbatims or quotes from certain women in this paper, and were 
included to lend additional understanding to the individual’s plight.  In this chapter and in 
Chapter Five, I will describe how each of these themes affected the respondent women, and 
what, if anything, they were able to do to mitigate the effects. 
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Overview of Respondents 
For this study, I needed a group of women who were at a similar stage or phase of life 
who would share their experiences with me.  I only chose women because I believe there are 
great differences between their experiences and the experiences of men in their peer age group.  
Women experienced the discrimination that most men did not; men would merely have offered 
opinions based on their observation. 
I will describe those experiences and position them in a context or framework that allows 
me to clarify my findings.  A qualitative study was appropriate in this instance because it defies 
statistics and focuses on people and the meaning in what they have said and done.  Because of 
my desire to focus on a small group of subjects, I was able to describe their experiences in detail, 
and give the reader a feeling of what they experienced.  Analyzing the results of these interviews 
revealed common threads between and among the women, and gave me insight into how they 
experienced their careers. 
Overall, 21 women were screened or interviewed for this study, who were all career 
professionals working at for-profit corporations.  From the data I collected, I chose 11 women 
who occupied positions ranging from clerical to executive, specifically a professional-level 
administrative role up through Vice President roles.  Ten of the women in the original group I 
considered fell outside the demographic cohort considered appropriate for this study, specifically 
age range, educational level or job title.  This sample size afforded me the opportunity to go 
deeper into each individual’s experience while allowing me to find threads of similarity across 
their experiences.   
I limited the age range to include only women between 46-65 so that there would be a 
shorter time span for their experiences, and so that I included only women who had spent enough 
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time in their careers (at least 20 years) to provide depth in their stories.  The group was nearly 
evenly split with six in the 46 to 55 age group and five were 56 to 65.  I included a discussion of 
Leading-Edge and Trailing-Edge Boomers in Chapter One. 
An additional data point gathered was whether the respondent’s Mother worked outside 
the home when she was growing up.  Four out of the 11 women had mothers who were 
employed during that time, approximately 36 percent. 
Most of them started college right after high school, although a couple of women had a 
false start, and quit school, returning later in a different course of study.  Emily left college 
within the first year but went back later as a working adult.  Dana had an associate’s degree and 
completed a bachelor’s while working full-time.  Several of the women never worked in a job 
that utilized their degree discipline, for example geology and French.  Some of the data gathered 
seems unremarkable when viewed with all 11 women combined, for example, their age at 
college graduation averaged 23.   
 When taken as a group, the average age, 32, that they started working at their respective 
companies as not very unusual.  Over half of the women were married when they began working 
at their respective companies, which corresponds from a sociological perspective with their 
average age of entry.  Twenty seven percent of women had at least one child when they started 
working there.  However, by the time of our interview, seventy two percent had at least one 
child. 
At the time of my interview, all of the women had at least an associate’s degree (two-year 
college) and eight of the women had a bachelor’s degree and master’s degrees, with one woman 
holding three master’s degrees.  Most of the women worked full-time while completing master’s 
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degrees.  None of the women included in the study had doctorate degrees nor did they indicate 
that they were working on one.  Table 4.1 shows the Areas of Study for all women. 
 
Using a simple formula for calculating number of years of education the average number 
of years of education at the time of our interview was 16 years, which represents a high school 
diploma plus a bachelor’s degree (12 plus four). 
Six of the 11 women had jobs in their profession prior to joining their corporation (54 
percent of the total).  The average number of years at their corporation was 20. 
All of the women would be considered middle class although a couple were from the 
lower end and a couple from the higher end.  Some of the women had very eclectic educational 
and employment histories, taking winding roads and turns along the way with very few of them 
working in a job description or industry where they started their careers.  Almost half of the 
women were in jobs that were a lower level at the time of our interview than their previous job 
There were only a couple of women who spent their career in one industry or on the same 
track where they began.  This data skewed toward the women working at Mancon, and only half 
of them reported a meandering educational history or work experience.  In contrast, all of the 
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Comco women talked about how they felt the lack of guidance and goals put them onto a 
lackadaisical path that was neither intentional nor career-oriented.   
Women working in both companies described a history of mergers and acquisitions, 
creating ice floes where people either clung to solid ground or found themselves afloat in 
confusion and uncertainty.  What happened to Baby Boomer women?  It turns out they did not 
just suddenly appear on-scene in professional roles in middle age.  The oldest Baby Boomers 
became adults in the mid-1960s – the era of civil unrest, political upheaval, youth questioning 
everything and sex, drugs and rock’n’roll.  Sit ins, love ins, campus riots – business circled the 
wagons to protect their assets – and the industrial era marched on.   
Things settled down a bit a decade later when Kanter (1977) studied Indsco and found the 
male habitus was strong, and strongly preferred, within American corporations.  By then, the 
feminist second wave (Coontz, 2000) played out against the social and political narrative but 
never impacted equality in the workforce at that time. Friedan’s work in the 1960s was credited 
most often for the narrow gains made by women over the following two decades. 
Profiles of Respondents 
Andi:  Where the Boys Are 
Andi grew up in a small college town where her father was a professor and coach, and 
there were always guys hanging out at their house.  As a member of the older Baby Boomer 
generation (aged 56-65), and the only Mancon respondent in the first 10-year cohort of that 
generation, Andi came of age during the early 1960s, so she was old enough to be cognizant of 
cultural shifts that resulted from the civil rights movement.  She was fully engulfed in the rise of 
Rock and Roll and would have been aware of the walk across the Edmund Pettus bridge in 
Montgomery.  Today, Andi has hair styled in the manner of professional women throughout the 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     120 
 
late-20th century and wears classic jewelry like a pearl necklace.  She dresses in tailored suits and 
posts on social media encouraging others to authentically present themselves, to volunteer and to 
lead with your heart. 
Growing up, she was athletic and knew early on that she wanted to be involved with 
physical fitness or what we call wellness today.  Her parents and teachers kept steering her 
toward the more traditional role for an athletically-inclined girl - becoming a high school 
physical education teacher - but she wasn’t having any of that.   
She was very familiar with the school where her father worked, and had a clear vision of 
how she wanted to shape her college experience.  She petitioned to create her own course of 
study (made a choice, took a stance) and was approved for a specialized degree, described by 
Bourdieu (1990) as position taking, or how she acted in relation to her social position in a 
structured situation.  A few years later, the school created an exercise science major program 
based on the degree program she designed, and opened up more opportunities for young women 
to enter the larger category of holistic wellness. 
After working a couple of years as a corporate human resources fitness coach, Andi 
wanted to expand her career opportunities.  She completed a master’s degree in “Human 
Factors” a combination of sociology, psychology and physiology.  She worked as a physical 
therapist but got tired of patients trying to game the system by continuing to seek treatment when 
they were well enough to go back to work.  She also did not enjoy the paperwork imposed by 
requirements of worker’s compensation and insurance laws, wanting to help patients with a 
broader, more holistic approach. 
Andi found a perfect fit for her career goals and went into the corporate career coaching 
industry, focusing on holistic care for her executive clients.  Since most of the executives she 
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worked with were men, she was very comfortable in her role.  She lamented the fact that she and 
her female peers were not offered mentoring, however, and said that the Old Boys’ Club seemed 
strong in her organization.  She was well aware of the need for “political” alignment as part of 
one’s career strategy and worked to ensure she had that.  When we spoke, she was content in her 
role, but wondered if there would be anyone to sponsor her for the next step when she was ready. 
Catelyn:  No Worries – No, Really, No Worries 
Catelyn’s family immigrated to the United States before she was born; their culture is one 
that expects everyone to make a plan, work hard and achieve goals.  Dad has a Ph.D. from an Ivy 
League School and Mom has a master’s in accounting.  She knew she was expected to go to 
college but, without guidance from school leaders or family, she decided to get a liberal arts 
degree.  It turned out that her parents were going through a divorce during her late high school 
years, so “there were other distractions” and no pressure.   
She chose to major in psychology, although it was simply an area of interest, she did not 
intend to become a psychologist.  She took advantage of the college’s career services program 
and began working as an intern in a department store, which led to an offer to join their 
management training program.  She found she was not very interested in a retail career, then 
worked for a newspaper as an advertising assistant, and was promoted several times, “I don’t 
think there was a job that I applied for that I didn’t get.  I really did kind of push for it.”   
After five years, a recruiter contacted her about a job managing a call center for an 
electronics company.  While working there, she decided to get a master’s degree but could not 
decide in what area; her boss said to just pick one, it won’t really matter much in the end.  She 
stuck with the psychology theme and focused on counseling (which would be very useful later in 
her career).  
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     122 
 
When her first child was born, she quit working for the manufacturer and stayed at home, 
careful to keep up her social and networking contacts in the human resources industry.  Within a 
few years she started doing consulting part time, but was careful to maintain her work-life 
balance while raising her children.  Using Bourdieu’s terminology, after having remained in this 
social position for several years, she was ready to shift her relationship to take a full-time 
position in her field at Mancon.  After three promotions (at the time of our interview) she was on 
track for senior partner saying, “I don’t really have the discipline to stop pushing my career.” 
Catelyn is a petite, trim, athletic-figured woman with long, straight black hair and an 
honest-looking face, which means minimum cosmetics or makeup, and a sincere smile.  She 
looks younger than her age, and her carriage belies having delivered four children! 
Colleen:  Bigger, Better, Faster, More 
When Colleen was in high school, she had no concern from her parents to be a good 
student, and felt no pressure to go to college. In high school, she met a girl who encouraged her 
to do well in school and to make plans to go to college.  Colleen felt motivated and decided to 
apply herself and improve her grades and fell into step with her friend.   
The only real help she got was when her father made her go through the newspaper ads 
and look for jobs that might interest her.  He steered her away from the trades, and kiboshed her 
idea of becoming a travel agent.  She thought she might like personnel work, as it was called 
back then, and decided to pursue it as a career.  Cathy grew up on the East Coast – a Jersey Girl 
– outgoing and able to hold her own.  She comes across as a very frank, open and what is called, 
authentic, person.  She appears confident and acts the part; her professional photo shows her 
looking straight into the camera, a no-nonsense gal! 
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After college, she worked in several companies as a personnel administrator and the like, 
but the learning bug had bit hard and she decided to pursue a master’s degree in Human 
Resource Management.  The company she worked for had a tuition reimbursement program and 
she completed the advanced degree there.  To her chagrin, the extra degree did not translate into 
more opportunity and she was suddenly under-employed.  Her supervisor barely blinked when 
she resigned to seek a higher level and better paying job.   
She ended up as an independent consultant and worked as an adjunct professor to pay the 
bills, but never liked the feeling of isolation. She went back into the corporate world where men 
held the C-Suite and executive positions, and the majority of the mid-level managers are women.  
Traditionally, human resources were a woman’s domain, considered one of the softer disciplines, 
not like engineering or operations, that is until you reach the C-Suite, then the men rule.  Colleen 
is the second anomaly at Mancon who, in addition to Sophie, held a staff position and was not a 
management consultant.  Neither of these women had any aspirations to be consultants, rather 
they preferred staying in their lane, and enjoyed their chosen careers. 
In a prior job, Colleen had a female supervisor who micro-managed the team while 
failing to support and encourage them.  The changes in the industry and the pressure to 
continually do more with less created an environment of distrust and dissatisfaction in that 
organization.  When I interviewed Colleen, she had been interviewing for a new position, vying 
for a C-Suite spot, but finding only men at that level.  She feels that people are looking for more 
meaning in their work, along with greater work-life balance but are not finding either one, 
unfulfilled by their vocation.  Colleen is happy to volunteer as a board member for a local travel 
agency chapter, hearkening back to her earlier passion. 
 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     124 
 
Dana:  Keep On Keepin’ On 
Dana was one of the subjects who set her sights on life as a lawyer when she was in 
middle school, but after investigating the educational and financial commitments required, 
decided it would not work for her.  She described her family ethic as “work like crazy” and said 
there was no one in her family or at school to support her goal of college and help her see how 
she could make it work.  Dawn is ensconced in the second half of the Baby Boomer generation; 
too young to really embrace experiencing the civil rights era first hand and not really in a family 
that ascribed to the feminist movement.  She entered college with no specific plans, except that 
she became interested in studying psychology and believed it would apply effectively to any 
number of careers. She earned an associate’s degree and got married.  Without a long-term plan, 
Dana heard from her sister-in-law that Comco was hiring in the local office.  She applied for a 
job as a phone message transcriber (one of the clerical roles offered to women) and spent several 
years in administrative roles.  She is still at Comco after 35 years.  During that time, she 
completed a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology. 
Dana spent much of her career in customer service roles, and occasionally served as a 
supervisor in that department.  Over the years, there were times when she thought about going 
for a promotion, but realized how few spots there actually were going up the pyramid.  Even 
though she participated in a High Potential program at one point, it never afforded her any real 
career advancement opportunities.  Early in her career, she saw men who were her peers acting 
more aggressively to obtain promotions when women were more likely to avoid the perception 
of being “bitchy” and lost out on those roles.   
As Comco moved in the marketplace, even completely changing its industry focus, jobs 
opened up but often required relocation, which was not a possibility.  On top of that, the push to 
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acquire technical credentials was not compelling to Dana although she kept up with the 
minimum requirements to pass the annual review process.  Today, she highlights her hair with 
blond streaks and wears it in a longer, layered, but not really coifed style.  During our interview, 
Dana said, “I’m stuck where I am, but not ready to retire” yet with no great prospects for career 
advancement on the horizon.   
Emily:  Planning for Serendipity 
One of two subjects who attended parochial schools, Emily’s school had boys and girls 
and the theme of the boys getting good career advice but girls did not certainly apply to her.  She 
was an only child but had no encouragement from her family to go to college.  The family of a 
classmate took interest in her education and guided her along, helping her to identify an area of 
interest and a college where she could study.  Emily was very interested in fashion design so her 
first foray into college was in another state, chosen purposely so that she could find 
independence from what she called over-protective parents.  She loved being stylish and dressed 
in the latest trends, supported financially by her parents.  However, homesick after the first 
semester, she returned home and got a job at Comco while considering her next move.   
She decided to enroll in a local women-only college and planned to start the following 
fall.  It was nearby, but the women all lived on campus, so she would enjoy some autonomy.  In 
the meantime, she discovered that Comco was hiring and began employment as a mail clerk.  
She was soon promoted to an administrative role in support of an engineering team.  The 
company was under pressure to add women to its technical workforce, but Emily had not 
considered a career in technology.  However, she was offered paid tuition to enter the discipline 
of computer science and so she set out some short-term goals.  For the first few years felt that she 
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was treated as a peer in the department with mostly males with advanced technical degrees, but it 
would not be enough to sustain a career.   
Later, she was paid to go back to school to earn a master’s in engineering.  She admitted 
that after ditching her original goal of becoming a fashion designer, she never had any other 
career goals and if it was not for the push she got from her bosses, she would not have continued 
down the technical path.  Working in the prestigious research laboratory at Comco was a great 
career start, but very hierarchical; without a Ph.D. she would never advance into management.  
The High-Potential jobs were saved for hot shot engineers (most were men) with the ability to 
develop engineering or science patents which would bring new revenue into the company.  
After six years with that organization, she took advantage of an offer to transfer to a 
communications role in a business unit and successfully continued her career managing 
consumer product marketing.  It was a more well-rounded workforce than the engineering group, 
and she enjoyed the camaraderie as well as the diversity of thought and activity.  She said she 
was embarrassed to admit that, even then she had no career plan, but continued to move about in 
the company.  Although she never went back to an engineering department, she believed her 
technical degrees, helped her understand the products and services she marketed to the public. 
Emily’s style (fueled by her fashion sense) was appealing to the strictly technical habitus 
of the organization and her credentials helped create the persona for her to continue calling in the 
chips on her cultural capital to further her career.  The company paid her tuition in an Executive 
MBA program which she said cost $100,000.  Emily advanced to Assistant Vice President and 
was nearly promoted to Vice President before she left the company and had male mentors 
helping her build her career within Comco.  She started a consulting business, having built up the 
confidence to strike out on her own. 
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Rachel:  All I Really Wanna Do 
As the oldest of two daughters of a Navy officer and a teacher, Rachel learned to 
negotiate what she wanted at a young age.  Her mother was very outspoken: Rachel saw her 
exemplify advocacy for women’s equal pay by organizing a teacher’s strike.  Mom was a strong 
role model but she died when Rachel was 14 years old.   
Rachel’s experiences as a girl were similar to many of my subjects – there was very little 
guidance or coaching to understand what a career would look like.  She wanted to take dance 
classes but her parents wanted her to be a swimmer, so she agreed to do both, honing her 
negotiating skills at a young age.  She began her career at age 15 editing stories for a local 
newspaper.  She wanted to have a writing career but could not figure out a way to make that 
financially feasible.  Rachel said she was not aware of her options, but decided that an Ivy 
League education would “really set me up for success.”  Dad said no “because he didn’t want to 
pay for it” so she settled for a state school instead. 
Dad retired from the military and became a CPA, remarried and brought step-sisters into 
the family about the time Rachel was graduated from high school.  He modeled successful career 
change for Rachel, and helped make the idea of finding a new path a bit less intimidating.  The 
“dutiful approach” to life, and probably the sense of military discipline helped Rachel achieve 
goals and success in her career. 
Her undergraduate degree was in literature with a concentration in French.  She worked 
in a library and decided to get a master’s in English, then one in Library Science.  A few years 
later, working as a researcher in a management consulting firm, she completed a degree in 
counseling.  That seems to have done the trick, and she settled into the human resources niche 
and works mostly with male executives in her coaching practice.  She commented that upon 
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asking her clients how they view gender differences, the men claimed they were not aware of 
any bias and were mostly unaffected by gender in the work place.  Ironic, is it not? 
 Rachel’s career choices put her into roles where the majority of her peers were women, 
but the top spots were all held by men.  When she realized that librarian roles were not as 
interesting as she thought, she decided to seek roles in the corporate world that would allow her 
to transition into management consulting.   After working at two different companies, she came 
into Mancon as a project manager and fought to change peoples’ perceptions of her in an 
administrative role mostly occupied by women so she could migrate into the coaching role.  At 
the time of our interview, she had a female supervisor who was one of the top producers 
(revenue) for the firm who she described as a great role model.   
She earned a certificate as a licensed therapist and operates an independent counseling 
practice, hoping at some point to complete a doctorate but lacking the financial resources to do 
so.  Ruth’s commitment to a traditional lifestyle is reflected in her appearance, including a 
sincere smile, pearl necklace and pixie haircut.  She is the epitome of the all-American girl! 
Sarah:  It’s OK, I’m Not Unhappy 
Sarah grew up in a very traditional family and was influenced mostly by her mother and 
maternal grandparents.  Her mother did not work outside the home, likely because of frequent 
household moves due to her father’s work.  Grandma was a nurse and Grandpa was an engineer, 
so there were professional role models in the family.  Her father’s family were farmers.  Today, 
she sees herself as a story-teller, someone who can interpret how others see the world.  Her smile 
is genuine and her face invites others to openly share their experiences.  She has thick light 
brown hair and a warm smile. 
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Sarah assumed as a girl that she would be a stay-at-home mom, but was influenced by the 
discovery that her mother was unhappy and sought a career after her children were teenagers.  
When Sarah was in high school, her mother became restless and started a teaching career and 
began to guide her three children into careers in the arts.  She really wanted to pursue music, but 
her mother kept encouraging her to be a writer so Sarah earned a bachelor’s in journalism and 
worked briefly for a national magazine.  It did not sound like her heart was in it – “I never really 
achieved my worth,” and she convinced herself that it was an “over-crowded field” so she 
decided to take a different path.   
Through a friend, she found out Comco was hiring and she “lucked into” an entry level 
job as a clerical typist, even though she had a four-year degree.  She eventually migrated into a 
sales support role.  She took advantage of the tuition reimbursement program to earn a master’s 
degree and moved to a different state for a new job a couple of times.  One of those moves 
resulted in a promotion, and her male supervisor at the time supported and advocated for her.  
Sarah enjoyed her work, but always felt that she had much more to offer.  There was never an 
opportunity given for mentorship or sponsorship and she lost a couple of great job opportunities 
to men who were less qualified.   She was promoted to third level at one point, but had to take a 
downgrade when a round of layoffs occurred and her job was eliminated.  She is still there after 
35 years and, at this point, just wants to stay employed a couple more years. 
Several times, the words, “It’s OK” or “It’s fine” came out in our conversation but it 
sounded like a verbal sigh of resignation in her voice.   
Selene:  I Work Hard for the Money 
Educated at an all-girls Catholic school, Selene said the nuns strongly encouraged the 
girls to excel academically and expected them to have successful careers.  Because of the 
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guidance received from the nuns, Selene started out planning to pursue a professional career 
path; she was interested in becoming a veterinarian.  She took advantage of a job shadowing 
activity in a local doctor’s office which was a great way to get hands-on training for a role one 
was considering.  Unfortunately, she quickly discovered that she had allergies which would 
make a career working with animals impossible, so she had to find another path.   
Selene was a figure skater which she said provided an atmosphere of discipline and gave 
her a sense of confidence as a young girl.  Her family lived in an upper middle-class community 
with families who had disposable income and were mostly career-oriented.  Their mantra was, 
“Go For It” and since she still had an interest in science so she decided to pursue a degree in 
geology.  At the time she graduated, the oil industry in the U. S. was growing because of 
advancing technology and renewed exploration opportunities.   
During an interview with a major oil company manager, her interviewer told her that a 
young woman’s experience out in the oil fields with male workers was not going to be pleasant 
or even safe for her.  There would be no one to shield her from workplace harassment or mentor 
her in how to handle those situations.  She had to step back again and rethink her career path; it 
would take a turn and never go back to anything related to geology.  While she was deciding on 
her next step, and thinking about how to make a living in the short term, her father (who worked 
at Comco) told her that they were hiring and he could get her a job.  Her mother had worked 
there, too, but became a stay-at-home mom when Selene was born.   
Selene sailed through the interview and preliminary testing phase partly due to her degree 
in the sciences and was hired as a systems programmer.  The company provided comprehensive 
technical training in a supportive environment, encouraged by supervisors who ensured strong 
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teamwork.  Having a scientific mindset helped her in several roles within IT and finance, where 
analytical skills were prized, although she said she never set any goals for herself in a career. 
At the time of our interview, she had been at Comco for 36 years, enjoyed changing roles 
a few times, and always worked very hard in any position she held.  Selene has long brown hair, 
with bangs and an honest face but a somewhat diminutive personality, not wishing to tout her 
own accomplishments.  Her LinkedIn byline includes the words communications and positivity.  
She felt fortunate that when her job was cut during a recent downsizing, she was able to take a 
lower-level job and continue employment at Comco.  In her current position, she distrusted her 
supervisor and felt that he created a toxic environment in a team that previously worked very 
well together.  She said he acted uncomfortable around women.  It was her desire to move to 
another department, but was not sure he would allow her to leave the group.   
She expressed concern that she never felt adequately compensated for the work she did, 
but I did not sense any lack of passion for the continued learning and her ability to always teach 
others.  Our discussion made me think of using a bank account – you take withdrawals and you 
make deposits.  Helping others creates a surplus and when you need help, making a withdrawal 
is possible so keep adding value for yourself and others. 
Shirley:  This, That and the Other Thing 
Shirley grew up in a small town where both of her parents were teachers, so she thought 
she would follow in their footsteps.  She talked about leaning toward things that were familiar to 
her, and the lack of guidance by school teachers and counselors.  Her parents told her she should 
get a bachelor’s and a master’s degree; however, not providing any specific guidance, they were 
clear that they did not want her to be a teacher.  She looked around her community to find out 
what else seemed interesting. 
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 In eighth grade, she started working in a veterinarian’s office and really enjoyed being 
around the animals.  As she learned more about it, the business side of the practice turned her 
away from that path.  After high school, she settled on degree in political science, because she 
had developed an interest in politics.  Planning to go on to graduate school, she took the GMAT; 
some of her friends took the LSAT so she did too, and achieved a higher score on that one.   
During college she worked part time at a couple of different law firms but “wasn’t really 
thrilled with any of it.”  She finished the law degree and passed the bar exam, then decided to 
move to another state (where she also passed the bar exam) to see if there was any employment 
opportunity for her there.  She never worked as a lawyer.  Her first job was at a boutique 
executive recruiting firm that she “fell into” having agreed to help the owner with a search for a 
university president.  She loved the work and enjoyed the mentoring provided by another woman 
she met there.  After that commitment ended, Shirley moved to a large corporation where her 
tendency to rely on relationship building as the key to success was put to good use.  She had two 
significant mentors during those years – one male and one female – who showed her how to 
navigate her role and her career strategy in their industry. 
She made a comment about the differences between men’s careers and women’s careers; 
because of the early counseling more men had straight career paths but women tended to take 
“turns and twists.”  It certainly applied to Shirley, going from teacher to veterinarian to lawyer 
then recruiter was quite a winding road.  At the time of our interview, she was involved in a 
special project at Mancon, but was planning to return to the path of partner role, with much more 
stress and accountability waiting for her in the future. 
Today, Shirley is a champion of women, promoting Women’s History Month and gender 
equality, offering a sincere and approachable persona to her surrounding world. 
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Sophie:  Best Actress in a Supporting Role 
Sophie is the youngest of six siblings and is very involved with her large, extended 
family.  She grew up in a traditional family arrangement, her mother stayed at home with the 
children.  There was not a great deal of career discussion, hence the hopscotching into various 
interests with no counseling on how to make a living from any of them.  Her family was in the 
middle class, but there was no indication of financial support for college, so a career took a 
backseat to making a living.  Her siblings were generally plump but happy (especially the 
women) and Sophie herself has a round smiling face.  She loves vibrant colors and favors a 
bright turquoise or petal pink color for her gel-topped fingernails as well as her outfits.  She’s the 
person you want on your team in a trivia contest! 
Her original plan was to be a doctor but the time and expense of an education seemed to 
be an insurmountable accomplishment.  She thought about being a social worker, then a pre-
school teacher or daycare worker.  Loves to travel so why not be a travel agent?  Sophie decided 
that she really likes being an organizer and managing “things” and she likes facing new 
professional challenges.  She often ends up “taking charge” at events that someone else is 
leading, but does not excel at creating something new.   
Sophie gravitated to positions where she acts as an administrator and supports the goals 
of other people and of the organization.  In this role at Mancon she, along with Colleen, was not 
a primary contributor to the consulting practice, but rather part of the staff-support function of 
the firm.  Her brief (and varied) education history had nothing to do with the core business of 
Mancon, and unlike the other women I interviewed at the consulting firm, she has no career 
aspirations other than to continue in supporting roles.  For Bourdieu (2002), Sophie operates in a 
position relative to other employees at Mancon, both administrative and consultative, although 
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she is isolated in that administrative position and unable (or unwilling) to cross the divide into 
consulting.  She acts in accordance with the expectations of her role and is well-aware of the 
expectations the firm has of the consultant class, although both are a part of the larger field of 
consulting. 
Her role as an executive assistant puts her in a category where the overwhelming majority 
of workers are women.  It is a role to which she is well-suited because of her personality – she 
likes being in control, does not delegate well and takes successes and failures personally.  She 
frets over details and maintains an attitude of perfectionism.  She’s one of my subjects whose 
boss cannot imagine what he would do without her, and the only one at Mancon who made that 
type of statement. 
Since this company operates under the Human Resource Model as described by Bolman 
and Deal (2017) and has a matrix-oriented organizational structure, Sophie reports directly to a 
line supervisor, and not to the person she supports operationally, a CEO.  As the highest revenue 
producer in the firm, she is aligned with a very powerful man who has the ability to provide 
navigation through the ice floes of corporate life.  The symbolic and symbiotic ties have a name 
in the current workplace vernacular – work spouse – and affords some women special patronage 
not enjoyed by all.   
Related to Kanter’s (2011) theory of management, the structure or framework established 
by a corporation influences the perceptions and attitudes of their employees.  She believed the 
way a company operates affects how efficiently it operates and employees’ behaviors.  Providing 
access to resources is critical to achieving the company’s goals and this is accomplished through 
both formal and informal networks.  Through its matrix management structure, Mancon 
empowers its women to work effectively whether they are consultants or administrative support 
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staff.  By having Sophie report to a staff manager, the company minimizes conflict between her 
and the executive consultant she mainly supports. 
Sophie loves working for the CEO, and often refers to him as her “boss” and indeed, he 
has the power to make or break her career at Mancon.  Kanter (2008) wrote about the 
relationship describing the role of secretaries (mostly known as administrative or executive 
assistants today) as critical to the way her boss appeared to the public (clients).  Often, the 
women were responsible for creating a perfectly polished persona for men, shielding them and 
their clients from the messy reality of the boss’s attitude and temperament.  Because of this 
informal knowledge, Sophie had difficulty communicating the extent of what she does for him, 
and struggles to ensure all the kudos she gets make it to her actual line supervisor.   
People frequently congratulate Sophie for a successful meeting, or high-five her after an 
event concludes, but when review time comes around, her supervisor seems not to appreciate all 
the work effort that went into a particular activity.  Without the communication link between the 
CEO and her supervisor, Sophie is left to toot her own horn, which feels uncomfortable and 
disingenuous to her.  The other subjects I interviewed did not face this situation as their work 
product was open and available for review by their leadership. 
Teresa:  I Gotta Be Me 
At eight years old, Teresa solved a math problem that had not yet been taught in class.  
The (female) teacher exclaimed, “My!  Girls usually aren’t good at math!”  How many girls 
heard that over the years and believed it?  The habitus of that teacher represented the build-up of 
historical mores and practices, as well as her own perception and experiences (and symbolic 
meaning, according to Bourdieu, 1990) which allowed her to make assumptions about that event.  
Luckily Teresa brushed it off and eventually got a college degree in…Math!  She said there were 
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several times over the years when someone made a comment that struck a nerve, but she brushed 
it off, not taking the time to challenge the commenter.  As she recounted this event to me, Teresa 
reflected on the symbolic meaning and her own reasoned assessment later in her life that helped 
her realize how wrong it was but also to reassure herself that she would have a different reaction 
today. 
Her father graduated from the Naval Academy and eventually retired as an officer when 
Teresa was born in the mid-1950s, taking a job in the booming manufacturing industry.  Dad 
moved the family around the country a lot, changing positions in his business career and Mom 
made a home wherever they landed.  Both of them grew up in the Great Depression in Oklahoma 
and were taught to be hard workers, to raise strong children of which there were three girls and a 
boy.   
Teresa is very expressive and wanted to be a dancer, but that was not practical and there 
were no role models nearby to follow into the arts.  At that time, she did not know about 
kinesthesia but mused during the interview that it would have been interesting to her.  In 
particular, her mother had grown up in poverty and worked hard to ensure her children had solid 
economic options in their future.  College was expected but some of the other things she wanted 
to do (chemistry, for example) would have required more education, so she couldn’t see a path 
through to there, at least as a high school senior looking at life in the future.   
As a pragmatist, Teresa decided a math degree would provide entry into the science of 
economics, but later realized that would likely require a master’s degree.  After college, she said 
she did not really know what to do, but the local phone company was hiring, so she went there.  
Her first job was managing a blue-collar work force who resented her coming onto the team 
without working her way up the food chain.  Kanter (1977) wrote about the cycles of advantages 
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and disadvantages for people with opportunities for advancement, notably that of a woman being 
in a position of power over a former peer group and how that group reacts to the new 
arrangement.   
Working in a mostly male environment all of whom were older, she felt that some of the 
people resented her and some felt protective of her, so they did not seem to know how to act.  
She made sure her supervisors knew she would do everything in her power to “make them look 
good” and, in fact, a couple of times was prevented from getting a promotion because she did 
that so well.  A couple of times, she moved to another area of the country following her 
husband’s career moves, and was able to get a job in the same company in the new location. 
Teresa is a tall, slender woman and I remember seeing her in the office in tobacco-
colored, slim leather slacks topped with a smart blazer (I was so jealous!).  Her hair was thick 
and stick-straight and she had a long, blunt-cut with bangs most of the time.  Once in a while, she 
twirled it into a bun with a pencil, and then stuck the pencil back into the bun to secure it to the 
back of her head. 
After 28 years at Comco, she started training at a theological seminary and retired seven 
years later to her new life as a hospital chaplain. 
Overview of Themes 
I identified six common themes that emerged from my analysis; overall, there were three 
that were most prominent among the respondents and provided the context for my analysis.  This 
section highlights those three themes indicated by more than 50 percent of respondents and 
applies them directly to the data collected in those interviews, the responses, statements and in 
many cases the emotions they felt thinking about the events that transpired throughout their 
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careers.  Table 4.2 shows the themes and which women indicated history that fell into the theme 
category.   
 
Most of the women talked about a lack of guidance growing up and through high school 
and few of them were aware of the variety of opportunities available.  As recorded in the profiles 
above, the narrative descriptions showed that they tended to choose careers that were “close” to 
them either by familial example or community awareness.  In very few cases did their initial 
choice landed them in an extended career path.  In most cases, their initial choice was swept 
away by the drought of encouragement or support (emotional or financial) in their immediate 
family which gave way to a different (read: easier) path to a job.   
For some women, once they entered the work-a-day world, the disconnect between their 
passion and, in some cases, their college degree, made it difficult for them to find a niche.  
Without a laser focus on their careers, the women lacked leadership support and were not 
provided mentorship opportunities afforded to men. 
If there were High-Potential (Hi-Po) programs in their companies, they were either not 
aware of them or had no access to them.  The women were not “known” and did not have 
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membership in the Old Boys’ Network so I got an inside look at what it was like to work for a 
company where they were able to show how “good” they were.  My discussion of the leadership 
development programs within these two companies will illustrate how it affected the women. 
Ebaugh (1988) stated in effect that one’s role is commensurate with one’s identity; if I 
apply this in the corporate world, one’s job title defines him or her.  Exiting that role is a social 
process that creates tension within a person, as well as with her family and social circle.  I 
wanted to know if women stay in a role to avoid social stigma or to diminish the trauma an exit 
would cause.  These women certainly are not to be considered failures, nor is anyone pointing 
them out as examples of such.  They, and I, are simply some of the many women who seemed to 
fall through the cracks in the corporate machine, and for many reasons never saw their true 
potential realized within the corporate boundaries where they spent most of their careers.  Some 
of the women I interviewed believed they aged-off the ladder after their mid-40s; in a couple 
instances they were hoping or intending to get to the C-Suite but never made it.   
The research points to the barriers to entry into the Executive Suite being primarily those 
of limited (or lack of) upward mobility for women in a patriarchal society.  Petrilli (2017) 
advocated intense preparation in high school for a post-secondary education aimed at increasing 
the upward social mobility of lower-income students.  He termed it, “sponsored mobility” 
(Petrilli, 2017) and while the discussion of class is not part of my study, the recommendations in 
this Fordham study would be well-applied to all students.  Since most of the women reported 
very little guidance in high school, I could make a connection between that and the ability of 
women to (eventually) climb the corporate ladder. 
Theme One:  Minimal Awareness and Guidance 
From birth, gendered perceptions and expectations mean that boys and girls have 
different experiences and take different paths through education and training on 
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their way to the workforce. Factors such as race, class, sexual orientation, and 
disability mean different women have different opportunities and advantages. Once 
in the workforce, women and men again face gendered perceptions, expectations, 
and other biases.  (AAUW, 2018). 
 
The first theme identified by 73 percent of the respondents was minimal awareness of 
career options and the lack of guidance they received in discovering potential career paths.  The 
adults in their lives expected the girls to have goals (going to college or getting a job) but most of 
them did not provide any help in setting goals or deciding what goals were best for them.  
Women identified these adults as parents, extended family, friends and school counselors.  Most 
of my participants were not asked, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”  In the few 
cases it was asked, it was phrased more like, “Do you want to be a teacher or a nurse?”  They 
were expected to follow a traditional path, similar to their mothers, which would certainly 
include child-bearing and housewifery, and maybe college.  They were not exposed to the many 
options available, and set few goals for their future careers.  Only one subject said she thought 
she would get married early in life and be a stay-at-home mom. 
Keep in mind that Baby Boomers were a product of the post-war era in America where 
many of their fathers joined the military, and came home triumphant.  During the war, many of 
their mothers went to work in the factories but only until the war ended when many of them 
married the returning soldier and became housewives.  It was an era of great prosperity and most 
of the women did not work outside the home; college education was mainly for the elite and 
upper classes.   
Bourdieu (1990, p. 60) described this habitus that structured “new experiences in 
accordance with the structures produced by past experiences, which are modified by the new 
experiences within the limits defined by their power of selection . . . Early experiences have 
particular weight because the habitus tends to ensure its own constancy . . .”   In the context of 
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my study, this means that most of the girls never saw professional role models as teenagers, thus 
had no concept of professions available to them outside of the traditional female roles.  Also, 
since most of their mothers worked only briefly and had no professional experience, there was no 
passing-on of the white-collar habitus to their daughters.  Reproduction of social structures is one 
outcome of habitus as interpreted by Bourdieu and some of his predecessors, but he also 
emphasized the importance of actions by individuals in their roles within society. 
 As a product of that era myself, I know that Baby Boomers, girls included, were 
expected to go to college, counter to the expectations that their mothers had as girls.  Economic 
growth in the post-war era fueled confidence in business careers but the waters were untested 
when it came to women.  Pragmatism was the order of the day, and they considered how best 
they could make a living, focused more on financial security.  They were set up for careers that 
meandered through multiple iterations of attempts at jobs they thought they might like. 
Since the age range of my subjects was 46 to 65 years, I thought this was interesting:  A 
generation of women with the same experiences in spite of the feminist movement that grew up 
with them in the 1960s and 1970s.  Expectations of girls was very low, while boys received 
attention and encouragement from school and community leaders to develop skills and choose a 
career path.  The boys would be breadwinners; the girls would get jobs.   
Theme Two:  Homosocial Reproduction 
The next theme that emerged can be summarized as Homosocial Reproduction, which 
indicates the propensity for social systems to reproduce themselves and includes vernacular such 
as the Old Boys Club.  Again, 73 percent of the women indicated that gender – being a woman – 
affected their careers and their ability to rise to the top of their professions. 
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At Mancon, professionals on a career track were expected to “play the part” of an 
executive:  Catelyn (2018) said, “It fosters certain behaviors that you may or may not agree 
with.”  I understood this to mean portraying a personality that is self-promoting, driven and 
production-oriented, although she may have had more sinister thoughts in mind – the symbolic 
violence of power and domination in a competitive arena.  They were expected to sacrifice time 
and treasure and most of the men in leadership roles assumed women would not or could not do 
so, perpetuating the myth that males should have the top jobs. 
How is it that women who grew up in the same era, in similar social environments, had 
such different experiences once their careers were in full swing?  Did half of my subjects suffer 
the misfortune of having taken the wrong career path?  The data appeared to point to the 
importance of where one works – the industry, the company – likely because of the differences 
in culture between the companies in different industries.  The women at Mancon who took more 
of a careerist approach to their lives, even before going to work there, became more focused on 
human resources management, consulting and recruiting. 
All the women grew up as Baby Boomers in middle class families and attended at least 
two years of college.  They had varying but consistently low levels of engagement by parents 
and school counselors in setting out career goals.  They struggled with being female in a man’s 
world.  They struggled to balance work and family life.  Yet, one group of women felt they were 
successfully navigating the corporate ladder and the other group did not.  This was significant 
enough that it will figure prominently in my conclusion in Chapter Six. 
A Korn-Ferry Foundation (2017) study featured 57 women who were CEOs at some 
point in their career:  they are the ones who “made it” so are a minority set of females in 
corporate America.  In one family, teamwork around household chores was the benchmark for 
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success in childhood. They found that women whose fathers encouraged them to speak up, 
express their opinions and avoided gender-associated implications tended to rise farther in 
executive roles: 
Many specifically gave credit to fathers who believed in their ability, pushed them 
to speak up about what they knew and thought, and looked past traditional notions 
of gender. Others credited their mothers for their confidence. One CEO said her 
mother “taught me that ambition is feminine” (Korn-Ferry Foundation, 2017). 
 
All but one of my subjects said that they received little or no guidance growing up, or 
were not encouraged to set career goals, especially as teenagers (high school students) on the 
precipice of adulthood and (presumably) the need to support themselves financially.  Most of my 
respondents felt that they had very little awareness of the careers available to them, mostly 
because their families were not focused on it and their school leaders lacked time or desire to 
help them.  There was no one who mentored the girls so they could see themselves as successful 
professionals outside a traditional female role such as secretary, teacher or nurse.   
As baby boomers, all the women were part of the largest generation up to that point in 
history, straining resources at schools and other social institutions, competing for attention from 
parents and community leaders.  None of the women had female role models to observe and 
emulate, in spite of the rise of the feminist movement in the 1960s and 1970s when they were 
coming of age.   
Theme Three:  Work-Life Balance  
 The next most-common theme was that of Work-Life Balance which generally indicates 
the ability to have physical, social and emotional balance between one’s public and personal 
lives including work, family and home life.  While the women indicated varying levels or types 
of discrimination in this area, 64 percent indicated it was a factor for their ability to progress in 
their careers. 
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Balancing work and family life could be a matter of where you sit determines where you 
stand and one of my respondents echoed this in a personal way.  Teresa (2018) was a second 
level manager for many years, some of them spent in supervisory roles: “It took me a long time 
to realize that this business was not my passion and rising in the ranks just to rise wasn’t either.”  
Despite having built social and cultural capital over the years, she chose not to use it, even 
though she was offered a promotion shortly before leaving the company.  She went back to 
school to obtain a degree in a very different area and retired from Comco to start another career 
of caring for others in a personal and empathetic way. 
Teresa and I talked about women having it all in terms of family, career, balance and 
satisfaction with their lives, the Superwoman myth.  She said, “at some point, I realized I can’t 
do it all.”  There is a big difference between wealthy people who can afford help – e.g., Sheryl 
Sandberg and Marissa Mayer (who famously went back to work two weeks after giving birth) – 
and women who struggle to raise children while needing to earn a paycheck.  We talked about 
women who choose to stay at home and likely forego some creature comforts in order to care for 
their children.  The research shows that they never recover their career position or prestige after 
that, but were willing to suffer the consequences.   
In the modern waves of feminism, women with fervent beliefs and strong personalities 
came to the forefront and provided another perspective on social acceptance of women in the 
marketplace.  One of the women in Korn-Ferry’s CEO study (2017) said, “I’ve got this drive, 
this competitive drive – but it has nothing to do with being in the spotlight or making a lot of 
money.  It’s an inner thing that’s saying, ‘Can I do it?  Can I do it?’” 
Fittipaldi (2014) concluded in her study of the advertising industry that the women who 
were successful over the long term were those who “possessed masculine leadership traits and 
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made the men they worked with feel comfortable rather than threatened.   They found ways to 
increase their visibility with key players in the organization and they conformed to ideal worker 
norms.”  (p. 122).  She also talked about women changing their behaviors (not their personality) 
to blend into the male-dominated executive ranks, and cited rough language along with the 
ability to talk about sports as a way to achieve mental parity with men. 
A woman I interviewed who ended up not being part of this study is worth mentioning 
here because she talked about the importance of her family and being close to her children many 
times during our conversation.  She purposely had her career simmering on the back burner until 
her two children were deemed independent enough to act responsibly on their own:   
My life revolves around my children right now and it’s hard as a woman pursuing 
a career to balance that – they have to come first for me.  I want to stay in this role 
(at Comco) . . . the second you start moving up, you become more of a target, 
unfortunately, and so I really need to be able to keep things stable, keep the job as 
long as I can (Corrie, 2018). 
 
 I asked each of the married women if their husbands had considered putting their careers 
on hold, or passing up a promotion in order to support the goals of their wives.  It was not the 
case for any of them.  The potential for a promotion to cause the family to move to another city 
was a more likely scenario for men to uproot their families, but women were less likely to feel 
the freedom to take that step.  One of the reasons to decline a promotion was the potentially 
negative effect on their husband’s career.  Women seek balance in their lives, and often give up 
their personal goals to keep other people happy and fulfilled.  Some of the women grew up in 
homes where the father moved the family around for his career, and they recounted the toll they 
saw this take on their mothers.  Teresa said, “Dad wanted to drag us all over the country and 
Mom just wanted a home.” 
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Summary 
All 11 women talked about their childhood in mostly the same way:  They were happy, 
loved and middle-class examples of the larger cohort known as the Baby Boomers.  The social 
tides of the time seemed not to have impacted their lives very much; none of them grew up in 
downtown Detroit or Chicago or Los Angeles.  No one reported her mother was a bra-burning, 
Capitol-storming women’s liberation radical.  They were all afforded the opportunity to attend 
college and started down that path right after high school, although a couple of them had a false 
start.  This puts them in the 58 percent of Baby Boomers who attended college, as mentioned in 
Chapter One. 
At some point, the women’s lived experiences diverged and some of the women got onto 
a career track where they advanced their careers in their industry.  While most of the women 
talked about being left out of the Old Boys Club, some of them rode successfully up the ladder in 
spite of it.  The patriarchal society that Smith (1990) described had little effect as they employed 
cultural capital to make a way. 
Most of the women talked about challenges balancing their work, home and family lives 
once they were married and having families while working.  The women most affected by 
feelings of anxiety around juggling too many balls were those who had a less-defined career 
and/or those who had a series of jobs versus a career path. 
In Chapter Five, I provided further insights into the data collected by analyzing it through 
a different lens.  I separated the women into their respective company cohorts and discovered 
some completely different themes, or trends per se, from the interviews I conducted.  Once I 
reviewed that data, the “Aha” moments arose and I realized how different the women’s 
experiences had been because of the company (or industry) where they worked.  I continued to 
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discuss the three prominent themes the women described, but exposed them from a different 
perspective, hoping to shed more light on why they were so similar yet so distinctly separated 
into two groups. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
ADDITIONAL INSIGHTS FROM ORGANIZATION CASES ANALYSIS 
Introduction 
The demands on managers’ wisdom, imagination and agility have never been 
greater, and the impact of organizations on people’s well-being and happiness has 
never been more consequential.  (Bolman & Deal, 2017). 
 
In this chapter, I will review corporate organizational structures first introduced in 
Chapter Two.  I included a survey of a company in a similar industry as each company 
represented in my study.  This will assist the reader to understand the field where the respondents 
worked and how the habitus of each field affected her career.  Then, I provide a historical review 
of each of the companies where the respondents worked either before or during the period of the 
study interview (late 2018 to early 2019).  The company identities are masked by pseudonyms 
and some data points were altered slightly to prohibit exact determination of the actual 
companies involved.  None of the alterations affected the data analysis in any way.   
The key to my study was the data revealed in the personal interviews I conducted with 
each respondent.  Their comments, both paraphrased and verbatim, form the critical analysis in 
this chapter.  Just as I did in Chapter Four, I looked at data points represented by numbers to 
understand where they sat demographically, but this chapter presents the data with a different 
perspective.  The three core themes first presented in Chapter Four are still at the heart of my 
data, and they continue to guide the discussion of the women’s experiences in life so far, but 
under a different microscope.  My analysis revealed something I never expected – but it did not 
happen right away – it only occurred once I analyzed the data based on the two different 
companies where the women worked.  The importance of this study only became obvious once I 
separated the women into their own corporate cohorts, and reset the discussion of why it was 
important to present the data in this fashion.   
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     149 
 
In Chapter Four, I presented data on 11 women who were representative of the Baby 
Boomer generation, as discussed in Chapter One.  The averages were what I expected and, 
honestly, unremarkable.  The field and habitus, as well as the existence (or non-existence) of the 
four forms of capital for the women played a huge role in how their careers started and 
progressed.  I ascribed this to the nature of the organizations where they worked, in part, and on 
the historical churn experienced by each corporation when it was superimposed on the women’s 
careers.  The women navigated the moral mazes of their respective companies although some of 
the women were cleverer at it than others.  Many factors affected each woman in her respective 
field, things like technological earthquakes, mergers and acquisitions, massive corporate 
reorganizations and entry into or exit from whole industries.   
Corporate Organizational Structures 
Before I describe each of the companies represented in this case study, it is important to 
understand the types of organizational structures common in large corporations.  In Chapter One, 
I wrote about the research Bolman and Deal (2017) conducted which described the increasing 
complexity of organizations and its impact on peoples’ work lives.  The only way to understand 
how people are affected is to conduct deep qualitative studies to see what the past holds over the 
future, what gets transmitted in the bloodlines of the generations of people who pass through the 
doors. 
The two companies represented by the women I studied are very different in their 
structure – Comco is bureaucratic and hierarchical where job titles represent the corporate ladder 
one climbs to advance a career.  These are represented in Appendix C and show the progression 
from individual contributor to manager, then director to assistant vice president, then vice 
president to senior vice president, and so on.  Mancon is nimble and operates in a matrix 
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management model where titles exist, but in a less hierarchical manner.  Someone is a consultant 
or principal (meaning they “own” the project) and they report to a chief executive officer within 
their particular discipline.   The contrasts played out in the lives and careers of the women and 
resulted in a very different experience for each of them, respectively, owing to things as simple 
as the different types of job titles in each corporation.  Feminism illuminates some of the 
women’s stories, especially in the older, more traditional organizational environment.  It will be 
useful to understand the context of the industry where each company operates. 
Survey of a Utility Company 
To illustrate the culture of a utility company in America, I investigated the origins of the 
commercial electrical industry, which closely relates to the industry where Comco operates.  The 
industry has three segments:  extraction, production and transmission.  Once scientists 
discovered ways to generate energy, they stored it in batteries.  For a long time, energy was 
generated “on demand” by large banks of batteries that were in close proximity to the customer.  
It was expensive and mostly used in commercial applications, such as factories and 
municipalities.   
Once Thomas Edison invented the light bulb, practical uses for electricity started to grow 
and demand by consumers rose.  The industry had four major companies and there were many, 
very small regional providers.  Most of the providers offered a range of services in order to 
diversify their offerings and stabilize revenues.  As the industry grew, expansion and 
consolidation were common and soon government at the federal and state levels began to 
regulate their activities. 
Edison created his first power generating plant in lower Manhattan to serve a wealthy 
few.  He bribed corrupt politicians to let him build a small plant and ran wires to local buildings, 
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eliminating the need for generators in every building; thus began the politicization of that utility 
and the horse-trading for services, payments and permits.  The government controlled the price 
companies could charge customers, endorsed the monopoly structure of the companies and ruled 
in 1935 that companies’ operations could not cross state lines.  In the 1970s, new regulations 
created an opportunity for independent generators to take advantage of growing demand.  In the 
1980s and 1990s, the U. S. government deregulated several industries, reversing years of 
political control over critical public services.  Energy was deemed too important to let out of the 
control of the government, and more regulations were implemented. 
The industry was large and overly complicated by intertangling of the three segments, 
resulting in a massive bureaucracy.  Companies were forced to file tedious reports and justify 
their rates (prices) to the government, which were “cost-based” and allowed little investment in 
new technology.  The management structure was hierarchical and siloed, affording no economies 
of scale in the operational stack. 
In the late 20th century, many industrial giants began moving their manufacturing 
operations overseas, which had a negative impact on electricity usage and revenues.  The rise of 
wind and solar power created challenges for the traditional coal or nuclear-based power 
generation plants.  In the 21st century the growth of “Data Centers” and Internet storage 
requirements – always on – adds to the demand along with devices and connected technology.  
The industry is slow to react to major fluctuations in demand, and the door is open for new 
companies and technologies to take market share.  
 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     152 
 
Survey of a Consulting Company 
One of the oldest consulting firms in the United States (and still one of the largest) is 
McKinsey and Company, “Strategic Management Advisors” which started in Chicago in 1926.  
The first 12 years there were mergers, and splits, with other like companies who boasted their 
accounting and management advice would eliminate inefficiencies (thus saving money) for their 
clients.  After expanding for 30 years, their hiring philosophy began to favor recent college 
graduates that they could groom and inoculate into their corporate culture.  Two major 
competitors arose in the 1960s – Boston Consulting and Bain & Co. 
McKinsey’s landmark advice to corporations in the mid-1970s was to shore up their 
finances by downsizing, which eliminated many middle-management positions.  McKinsey’s 
own practice put into place an “up or out” policy, meaning that if associates were not promoted 
into consultancy roles (generating revenue) they were let go from the company.  Its consultants 
were committed to doing what was best for their clients (i.e., reduce costs) and they only took on 
clients who agreed up-front to follow their advice.  In the 1980s, this policy went awry for 
AT&T when they reduced investments in cell towers after McKinsey's prediction that there 
would only be 900,000 cell phone subscribers by 2000. According to The Firm this was 
"laughably off the mark" from the 109 million cellular subscribers by 2000 albeit at the time cell 
phones were bulky and expensive.  
In 1989, McKinsey acquired a major competitor (ICG) but a culture clash resulted in 
nearly half of the personnel from ICG leaving the company within four years. They established 
an in-house think tank, McKinsey Global Institute, in 1990, to develop research on major 
challenges and trends changing the world. 
  A new leader came on board in 2003 who felt the company had drifted from the 
founder’s mission statement and vowed to return to the company’s core values.  Employees were 
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called “partners” and everyone was assigned a mentor.  A decentralized structure was 
implemented, creating a flat organizational chart and giving consultants greater autonomy. 
At Bain & Co. in Boston, the mission statement reads like a presidential speech.  Soaring 
and filled with rhetoric, it touts the superhuman efforts of its superhero consultants.  Their 
Management challenges employees to be exceptional and to champion that spirit in others. They 
are nicknamed, “Bainies” and enjoy liberal benefits and flexible human resources policies. 
Comco 
Overview 
Comco began with a spark of imagination in the 1800s, ignited by a desire to provide 
assistance to deaf and hard-of-hearing people by amplifying the speaker’s voice.  As the 
technology was refined, the company broadened its applications and established a nationwide 
network of wires to transmit sounds from one point to another.  Eventually, they were able to 
install cables stretching across the oceans to connect continents.  Today, Comco is a global 
communications, media and technology services company.  They provide wireless and wireline 
telecommunications, video and broadband delivery services, data transmission services, 
entertainment content, advertising and consulting services.   
Comco’s field, in Bourdieu’s terms (an objective space or setting in which people interact 
with others based on the rules particular to its field and defines how a company does business) 
was a regulated monopoly for many years (McKinney, 2019). It was an old, hierarchical, 
bureaucratic government-regulated monopoly with a very dispersed geography that owned a 
great deal of physical plant and equipment.  This changed in 1984 when an antitrust lawsuit 
(Coll, 1986) opened up the industry to competition but because of the financial capital 
investment required, few competitors entered the market. 
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For many years, the mentality of company management remained the same and, even as 
competition arose, the blinders stayed on and market share dwindled.  Many employees who saw 
a shiny object nearby left the company and took vast sums of knowledge with them.  Eventually, 
the industry was commoditized through digital conversion and the rise of software-based 
communications and many competitors entered the market (Eng, 2020).  The damage was done, 
long-time employees refused to let go of the glory days; some people still acted like just showing 
up was 90 percent of their job.   
Over time, electronic communications technology evolved and spread across the globe.  
Businesses and governments relied on communications services and considered use of the 
network a critical part of their operations.  The United States government created the Federal 
Communications Commission (The Federal Register, 2020) to oversee the complex system of 
local, regional and national communications infrastructure, exerting control over the private 
company as a public utility.  Between the 1980s and the early 21st century, a series of regulatory 
changes, strategic and competitive tumult, mergers and acquisitions changed the face of Comco 
so dramatically that its humble beginnings were merely a footnote on the page of its history.  
However, its roots as an engineering and technology development company remained strong, and 
the tide of innovation would carry it into the future.   
History 
For decades, Comco was an industrial utility company with services in every state of the 
union; as the global communications leader, expansion to almost every country around the world 
solidified its position.  It was very typical of the monopoly, legacy giants in industries like coal, 
oil, electricity – think companies like Peabody, Standard Oil, Consolidated Edison.  They were 
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regulated by the government to ensure their pricing was not reflective of their monopoly 
positions, rather they were making a “fair” return or profit. 
Comco manufactured most of the equipment used for transmission of communications 
signals and also sold equipment to businesses and consumers.  Its regional operating companies 
were required to buy equipment from the parent company so, for many years there was no 
competition in that area, either.   
In most other countries, the communications infrastructure (telephone, telegraph and 
eventually internet) was government-owned and heavily bureaucratic (Eng, 2020).  Comco was 
publicly-owned, but government-regulated and operated with a very structured hierarchy, and 
heavily bureaucratic.  It fits nearly perfectly into Bolman and Deal’s (2017) Structural Frame.  
As a reminder, the Structural Frame metaphor for the organization is, “Factory or machine” and 
the underlying discipline is based on “Sociology, management science.”  Company leaders focus 
more on processes than people, more on documentation than relationships, entire departments 
exist to ensure other departments are doing what they were told to do and memos and meetings 
rule the roost of one’s daily existence. 
Six assumptions undergird the structural frame:  
1. Organizations exist to achieve established goals and objectives and devise 
strategies to reach those goals.  
2.  Organizations increase efficiency and enhance performance through 
specialization and appropriate division of labor.  
3. Suitable forms of coordination and control ensure that diverse efforts of 
individuals and units mesh.  
4. Organizations work best when rationality prevails over personal agendas and 
extraneous pressures.  
5. Effective structure fits an organization’s current circumstances (including its 
strategy, technology, workforce, and environment).  
6. When performance suffers from structural flaws, the remedy is problem solving 
and restructuring.  (Bolman & Deal, 2017, p. 49). 
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They ascribed the roots of this framework to Taylor and Weber who studied operational 
efficiency in the United States and Germany, respectively, in the early 1900s.  An organizational 
chart for Comco is in Appendix C. 
The bureaucracy created silos – organizations that were vertically-focused and did not 
seek nor give input outside their own walls.  Many people at Comco thought that they were the 
brightest on earth and if they had not come up with an idea, then it was not important enough to 
consider.  The Habitus (“a product of history, produces individual and collective practices – 
more history – in accordance with the schemes generated by history” Bourdieu, 1990, p. 54) of 
Comco served to build on people’s perceptions, forming their thoughts and guiding their actions 
in an informal sense.  It survived years of formal policies and government intervention, resisting 
the latest management guru’s new strategy. 
Structure is important – employees need to know what management’s goals are and have 
clear direction for how to achieve them.  Comco spent a great deal of time and money training 
people to follow new procedures or solve emergent problems.  They even had training programs 
to train the trainers, adding layers and complexity to its programs.  Most of the training programs 
addressed the processes – how to do a task – rather than addressing the underlying question of 
why do we need to do this task.   
At its core, Comco was an engineering company, with research and development as the 
key to its existence.  In general, the average employee was not provided an opportunity to 
participate in developing the processes or the means of implementing them; this was 
accomplished by the engineers in their hermetic laboratories.  In the same vein, processes were 
created within an organizational silo, with no regard to how they would affect other 
organizations.  The same was true with workforce reductions:  when one department needed to 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     157 
 
cut its operating costs, it furloughed 30 percent of its employees, which resulted in other 
departments needing to assume new duties with little time to adjust and no financial assistance 
provided. 
The company was flush with young Baby Boomers in the 1970s, especially in the offices 
and transmission stations including its many local operating companies.  During that era, many 
people believed that a government job, a union job or a job with the utility company guaranteed 
lifelong employment, and the “Hiring” sign was always out.  In this Field, people could just drop 
by the local office, fill out an application and start working the next day – for men, technicians 
and for women, clerks.  Nepotism was rampant and if your father, mother, cousin, brother or 
anybody you knew worked there, they would hire you.   
As a traditional utility with males at nearly every level of management, most of the men 
in executive roles were engineers or financial/operations guys and worked their way up the chart.  
For many jobs, even technical ones, no degree was required.  This structure was reflected in the 
way employees thought about themselves and their roles in the company.  People took their jobs 
for granted and most never went out and got the credentials that would be needed in the real 
world.  The company habitus failed workers in that regard, with little support or encouragement 
to keep up with the marketplace.   
Comco had no talent management program or playbook for people who wanted to 
advance into leadership roles.  It did not need to fill a funnel of management types to vie for the 
executive roles; those were accomplished mainly through the old boy’s network, nepotism and 
favoritism.  They had not yet begun raiding MBA schools for management talent, which became 
a popular practice that McKinsey and Company advised its clients. 
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Technology was always the driving force and the company’s research and development 
operations reigned over the industry, churning out thousands of patents every year.  There were 
engineering labs in many locations, not unlike the Skunk Works types of projects coined by 
Lockheed Corporation in the 1940s.  This allowed scientists to pursue many types of research 
that the normally bureaucratic company would not have allowed.  The company developed “Not 
Invented Here” Syndrome:  If Comco did not create it, it was not important enough to bother 
with, and do not bother to tell us how to do it better was an equally common sentiment.   
Other than the engineers, the company needed outside technicians, linemen, switch 
operators, and billing clerks – most of whom started working at Comco straight out of high 
school – few of whom had college degrees.  The average age of my respondents when they 
started at Comco was 21.6 years, and surprisingly three of the five had a college degree, although 
none were in a technical field.  A degree in a technical field would have set them up for career 
advancement.  There was a “lifer” culture which meant that people expected to work at Comco 
for their entire career and retire with a pension and a gold watch.  People tended not to leave 
unless forced to by layoff, which became more prevalent in the early 2000s and became nearly 
an annual event by 2010 as the company sought its footing in the ever-changing world of digital 
transformation. 
The company always valued employees with a technical degree, especially in a scientific 
or engineering discipline and, while it was not important for everyone to have such an education, 
it was used to separate the wheat from the chaff when the time came to evaluate candidates for 
certain jobs or promotions.  During the 1970s when most of the women I studied were in high 
school, schools were pushing people into Liberal Arts degrees which required less time and 
attention on the part of the guidance counselor.  Later on, it proved increasingly problematic as 
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they went to work in technology industries, built their careers and sought to rise in the 
managerial ranks.   
Companies sought people with more specific credentials, particularly in technology and 
the growing industry of computer programming, as jobs were more specifically defined and 
distinguished from role to role.  Especially for the women at Comco, this corporate habitus drove 
them farther away from opportunities for advancement.  In many cases, this system pigeon-holed 
women into their careers because of the perceptions acquired by people over the long term, based 
on choices they made as girls and in a vacuum, absent good guidance from adults around them.  
The thoughts and actions of management, entrenched in decades of bureaucracy, that pervaded 
the field of this industry. 
A couple of the women were offered tuition reimbursement programs to pursue a 
technical degree, so that helped them to a certain extent; however, the main stream of women at 
Comco ended up on an ice floe, which resulted in career stagnation for them and oftentimes a 
layoff.  A technology degree could be a life-saver but if that degree was 10 years old, or more, or 
in a career no longer relevant to the new direction the company took, it did not matter.  In most 
cases, if you were on an ice floe that was severed or terminated, you did not survive without 
sponsorship into another department or role.   
Although it was subject to U. S. federal regulations (Eng, 2020) there was little 
monitoring or oversight of the monopoly’s operations nor its management and human resources 
practices.  The company was flush with cash and cash flow and invested in growth strategies; 
there did not seem to be a limit in sight.  Comco commanded the market, until it did not. 
Mintzberg’s identification of three main groups of employees separated the core 
management, technical and administrative classes (where young and inexperienced women were 
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when they joined Comco).  Please reference Figure 1.1.  In the analog world, the engineering 
types were nerdy, focused on their work and stayed, heads-down in the laboratory development 
new technology.  The “outside” technicians were cowboys, slinging cables and skirting the rules 
to get the job done.  Women were in the office trying to keep the records straight and obey the 
rules.  Coming to the company early in life (usually on the coattails of a male relative), they 
made a tacit agreement to stay in one pre-defined role or group their whole career, because of the 
hierarchical and bureaucratic management structure.  They mindlessly floated along with the ebb 
and flow of the company, not realizing the undertow already had them in its grip, having learned 
the gold-watch mentality according to the habitus of the industry. 
Sea Change 
In 1984, the U. S. federal government pursued antitrust action against Comco and broke 
up the monopoly (Coll, 1986).  It was forced to spin off all of its regional subsidiaries along with 
the capital and physical assets in those geographic regions.  This changed the cash flow picture 
but not the prevailing sentiment that its engineering talent was among the best in the world.  Ten 
years later, the explosive growth of mobile communications technology set a whole new wave of 
profit margins into play, and continued investment in engineering and technology to match.  
However, for a company culture that was unaccustomed to operating in a competitive 
environment, things would have to change.   
One of the side-effects of the change was to impose even more bureaucracy on the 
company, as Comco build a new reality within its walls, and reconstructed its internal social 
structures.  Jackall (1988) wrote about these Moral Mazes that routinized people’s daily lives 
under layers of authority and performance metrics.  He described the focus companies put on 
goal-setting, status-seeking and setting up artificial realities for their employees.  His finding that 
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the most successful managers were those who could manipulate symbols with dexterity flew in 
the face of the company’s edict that performance must be evaluated objectively. 
Suddenly, Comco had to learn “marketing” and how to “win” business; they had stiff 
competition from new companies who had capital investment funding and greed for market 
share.  The competition wanted technology workers and people who grew up in the industry but 
were willing to jump ship for the excitement of the shiny new object.  This, along with the 
advent of the digital era began to erode the decades old habitus slowly.  Unfortunately, the silos 
survived mostly along product lines and people rarely traversed between them. 
As Comco was forced to share the market, its margins narrowed and management learned 
how to trim costs by cutting payroll and outsourcing lower-skilled jobs.  Fearing the loss of 
intellectual capital, the company maintained its engineering capability and saw ongoing 
technological leadership as the way to survive.  Like many companies in that era, the McKinsey 
model of slashing payroll to balance the budget became a regular occurrence.  Another 
McKinsey theme was “focus on your core business” so Comco further divested itself of its 
lucrative equipment manufacturing facilities and many of its consulting practices.  With each 
shift of focus, the company shed whole departments (sometimes thousands of people in a single 
month) and frequently outsourced line jobs overseas.  Through voluntary early retirement 
packages, many knowledgeable and highly skilled people left the company, often joining the 
competition to continue their careers. 
As early as the mid-1990s, innovation multiplied and new technologies emerged, such as 
the marketization of the World Wide Web, mobile communications, digital entertainment (Eng, 
2020).  Comco was forced to leap its own ice floes to survive in the Internet of Things Age.  The 
company became more complex, there was no focus on a core business or strategy – there were 
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many core businesses and a variety of strategies.  There was a constant scramble of the 
companies (now heavily competitive) in the industry to keep up with demand for more 
innovation.  Younger folks did not understand why the next generation of Xbox or iPhone took 
two years to develop.  People were drowning in a sea of new training and processes but 
management used your test scores to weed out the employees they thought could not cut it in the 
next generation of technology.   
During my 22 years at the company, there were three pivot points in the overall corporate 
strategy, each one characterized by mass layoffs and restructuring of business units.  I joined the 
company about a decade after the federal antitrust ruling broke up the monopoly and created 
several independent companies, representing five regions across the United States.  It was a very 
chaotic place to work, with very little information coming from leadership.  Mintzberg (1979) 
knew that an organization’s situation determined its structure; however, Comco’s metamorphosis 
never resulted in structural change.  He deconstructed the factors influencing corporate structure 
and hypothesized that things like age, size, complexity, environment, technical systems and even 
controlling factors all influenced organizational structure (Mintzberg, 1979). 
People were constantly in fear of the next announcement, what division was being sold 
off or liquidated, what organizations jobs would be outsourced, how many people would be laid 
off.  Things like leadership and role-model behavior were rare, you had to be lucky if you had no 
sponsorship into a higher-level spot.  Four of the five women I interviewed had higher-level 
positions at one time than they had at the time of our interview.  They recalled how they felt 
during another round of downsizing, finding that they were at risk, and perplexed that there was 
no safety net in place.  They did not think about making a choice to leave, or improving their 
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education and skill sets to become more valuable in the workplace.  There was no plan for an 
upward trajectory for their career, more of a wait and see attitude. 
Competition was always stiff for leadership and executive roles and with the management 
to headcount ratio growing, teams were larger and there were fewer opportunities for 
advancement.  Following the McKinsey advice, which became very popular in American 
businesses, they adopted an employee performance assessment model that relied heavily on key 
corporate objectives to apply scores to employee participation and achievement.  Part of that 
model incorporated the employees ranking (position compared with other employees) into a 
complex algorithm designed to sort out people who were eligible for a leadership development 
program.  The hierarchical model of employee governance persisted (along with the 
bureaucracy) such that the layers and layers of reporting structure hung heavy on a manager’s 
shoulders.  In most cases, managing employees was the primary role of a supervisor, leaving 
little time for customer contact or networking with internal partners.   
In the 1990s the company had a robust leadership funnel and a formal program to identify 
those High-Potential (Hi-Po) employees who would be presented as candidates for a leadership 
training course.  By the middle of the next decade, it all went underground and managers were 
not allowed to nominate team members, although I suspect it was still prominent within the 
prestigious research and development groups.  The most one could do as a supervisor was to 
place deserving individuals at the highest ranking in the annual performance review exercise, and 
write a laudatory summary in their annual performance review document.  A few years ago, a 
supervisor was considered “safe” from a layoff but that changed in the late 2000s as the company 
prepared to be acquired, and needed to slash payroll.  At one point, some supervisors had 15-25 
direct reports, making it difficult to manage anything but scheduling weekly meetings. 
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Following the McKinsey model so popular with American businesses, Comco developed 
a recruiting model that relied heavily on recent high-GPA MBA graduates coming out of Ivy 
League or technical schools.  These programs were geared toward getting young people into the 
company, hypnotizing them with the corporate mantra, and churning out cookie cutter managers 
who were fanned out in various divisions and locations, always in a sales role.  The result was 
very Jackall-like, with sponsors at Comco parading their progeny through the company hallways 
like they were fashion models wearing the latest couture collection.  The ones who survived 
would be fast-tracked into Chief of Staff positions for executives so that they could learn the 
habitus of the ivory tower. 
As mentioned above, the once-common High-Potential program mostly disappeared from 
view; hiring 20-somethings was a lot cheaper and they could be indoctrinated more easily.  They 
would dutifully play their role, as understudies learning their scenes until the final curtain when 
they would be assigned out to their starring role.  The graduates would be assigned to a specific 
type of job, whether in the business-to-business or business-to consumer model, and posted in a 
locale of the company’s choosing, anywhere in the United States.  This was their nudge, then it 
was up to them to swim upstream and spawn their careers.  
In the early 2000s, one of Comco’s former subsidiaries acquired the company and laid 
out a vigorous growth trajectory, focusing on emerging sharp-edge technology.  Research and 
development ruled and employees were encouraged to become software programmers or 
engineers, with generous salaries to match.  If you wanted to stay, you needed to get a technical 
certification, and quickly, but many people did not believe it.  According to Modis, in 2018 a 
Senior Programmer’s average salary was $134K annually and a Senior Content Engineer could 
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make $153K.  Those who could learn (and act) quickly were sought after and steered into the 
elite group, expected to model a quasi-scientific persona.   
In efforts to further cut expenses, most of the customer service functions were digitized 
for customer self-servicing or they were outsourced overseas.  Additional acquisitions splintered 
the core foundation once again, as the company re-created itself in newer industries.  A new 
round of discussion about core business strategy led to sell-offs of no-longer-essential business 
units and functions.   Hordes of employees were laid off as the company synergized duplicate 
operations.  By 2020 there were so many complementary and alternative technologies available 
there would never be a market domination again.  
For the Comco women, the lack of a technical degree (other than Emily) robbed them of 
the opportunity to build a power base, leaving no opportunity to build cultural capital in their 
careers.  This resulted in them being subjected to symbolic violence as a lower class of worker in 
their industry, or field, while they saw those with technical degrees as legitimized by their 
qualifications.  Mancon women generally had degrees in human resources, psychology or 
research which positioned them well for careers in a consulting and coaching field.  Their 
cultural capital allowed them to build on opportunities and successes within the industry, aided 
by the habitus of social reproduction in consulting firms. 
Mancon 
Overview 
Mancon is a consulting firm founded in 1969 by two men and a rolodex (presumably of 
clients from their prior employment in the consulting industry).  It operated initially as an 
executive recruiting and placement services company which relied heavily on relationships and 
reputation to build its clientele.  There were big plans from the start, evidenced by the word, 
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“International” in the company title.  In spite of their optimism, it took 28 years before they 
started to grow into other areas of human resources management and accomplished it principally 
by acquiring other existing companies.  They remained true to their calling, even today, having 
added management consulting to their logo.  A recent addition is a foray into the burgeoning area 
of diversity and inclusion and its most recent acquisition was completed in 2019 the same year 
their first PGA Tour sponsorship launched.  They operate in 52 countries with over 8,000 
employees.  It is a publicly-traded company. 
For context, Mancon competes with household name Robert Half in its recruiting 
practice, along with 23 others on the Forbes “Best” list.  On the management consulting side, 
McKinsey is the big cheese; Accenture and the like are among many names in that industry.  
Many of these companies operate in similar corporate structures, often in a matrix organizational 
model, similar to that of Mancon which will be described in more detail later.   
The Mancon Field, in Bourdieu’s terms, is behavioral, soft-science, people-oriented 
rather than product or process oriented, like the bureaucratic structure that Jackall (1988) 
described.  Their core business roots were planted in social interactive soil, where policy and 
procedure took a back seat to human reflection and interaction.  Their practices are closely 
aligned and intersect in the consulting arena and the few rules of operation related to socially-
accepted behaviors of corporate executives.  The women in my study developed credentials that 
afforded them the right to come into Mancon at a certain level of management, and a 
corresponding opportunity to move up the ladder. 
The early 2000s saw major growth of the company by gobbling up competitors who 
provided human resources management solutions, executive and non-executive recruitment, 
industry research and analysis, training and leadership consulting services.  Mancon’s global 
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client base operated in a variety of industries, including in consumer commodities, financial 
services, industrial, life sciences/healthcare and technology industries.  Today, they operate in 
five core areas of management consulting:  Organizational Strategy, Assessment and Succession, 
Talent Acquisition, Leadership Development and Rewards and Benefits.  It is considered a more 
open business environment, unregulated, with an intangible product more related to behaviors. 
Although the company has expanded and contracted several times due to financial or 
geopolitical conditions, its strategy relied heavily on acquisitions to maintain steady growth.  
Management consulting is a highly-competitive industry, characterized by high-powered 
executives who build client relationships with personal capital and extravagant expense accounts.  
In addition, there were four distinct consulting products they sell to clients that help companies 
assess talent and make decisions about who fits their company culture. 
 The corporate hierarchy is not typical of American industry and is considered somewhat 
flat by comparison.  In fact, it is more typical of a law firm or Big Five Accounting firm, and 
organized in a matrix model.  The top layer of people are executives who occupy the expected C-
Suite roles – CEO, CIO, CFO, etc.  The next layer is the Executive Consultants, the people who 
live, eat and breathe the company mantra – the rainmakers – often with titles like Senior Vice 
President or Managing Director.  An organizational chart for companies like Mancon is in 
Appendix C.  Most of the employees have college degrees, many holding master’s or doctors of 
philosophy degrees.  They were “thinkers” not “tinkerers” who used their heads not their hands. 
Like most companies, these upper management levels are mostly occupied by men and, 
as hooks (1984) wrote, institutional hierarchies are perpetuated by those who run them.  After 
that, the professional staff carries out the coaching projects and consulting programs directly 
with client teams and their average salary was $165K (Managementconsulted.com).  These are 
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people with advanced degrees in human resources, psychology, coaching and what is called, 
“human factors” a sort of all-around mental/physical well-being discipline.  It is very likely the 
broader Liberal Arts degrees allow women the flexibility to move around (and up) at Mancon, 
and they seem to figure out a way to make it work for them.  In addition, all but one of the 
Mancon women had a Masters’ degree, whereas only two of the Comco women had one. 
In contrast to the women at Comco, the liberal arts degrees seemed to suit the women at 
Mancon, and kept them from going off the grid when it came to upward mobility.  The habitus of 
a consulting firm affords a broader and more positive acceptance of the liberal arts education, 
especially one like Mancon that focuses on people rather than places and things.  The women 
were in touch with practices and norms in various industries and developed a “feel” for 
socialization of women in the workplace, and changing perceptions of their appropriate roles. 
This behavior created a more positive work environment as opposed that of women in a 
bureaucratic organization as described by Jackall (1983) by emphasizing the flat structure with 
highly-educated people interacting across departments with very little supervision.   
My respondents came to Mancon later in their careers, having the education under their 
belts, prior experience in the industry and able to walk the talk.  They walked in with credentials 
already in hand, ready to focus on their core business practice.  The average age of when the 
women started working at Mancon was 43.2 years old, nearly twice that of Comco women.  
Because of the crossover in functionality between recruiting, consulting and coaching, a broader 
educational background proved suitable, and movement between and within the segments was 
easier.   
As you can see, the company is set up in a matrix management structure (Bolman & 
Deal, 2017).  This allows the consultants to focus on clients, and their careers, not supervising 
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their support staff.  For consultants (a generic term) to move up the ladder of leadership, the 
ability to generate revenue is a requirement once one has a Partner or Principal title.  Often, 
revenue opportunities cross over operational segments; for example, if a company hires Mancon 
to recruit a new executive you can bet that the recruiting team is talking to the consulting team 
about additional business opportunities.  Conversely, if a management consultant recommends 
restructuring or augmenting a client’s leadership suite, we can be sure there is a referral to the 
recruitment side of the house.  Bolman and Deal (2017) called this “multicentric” adding that 
partnerships create opportunities for new “initiatives and strategy” (p. 60). 
In terms of the Bolman and Deal (2017) Frames, this company operates in a Human 
Resource Model where the organizational metaphor is Family and the underlying operational 
discipline is Psychology.  It is ironic that this is the “work” of Mancon and also the type of 
structure that is in place.  Their central concepts of needs, skills and relationships mirror what 
they preach to their clients.  They subscribe to the empowerment image of leadership roles and 
their primary challenge is to align organizational and human needs.   
The core assumptions of this model include:   
1. Organizations exist to serve human needs rather than the converse.  
2. People and organizations need each other. Organizations need ideas, energy, 
and talent; people need careers, salaries, and opportunities.  
3. When the fit between individual and system is poor, one or both suffer. 
Individuals are exploited or exploit the organization — or both become victims.  
4. A good fit benefits both. Individuals find meaningful and satisfying work, and 
organizations get the talent and energy they need to succeed. (Bolman & Deal, 
2017, p. 120). 
This model focuses on relationships, and mutual benefit between the organization 
and the employees; as long as the needs of each are aligned, all goes well.  If somehow 
the organization no longer fits the people or vice-versa, one or the other will suffer.  An 
unintended consequence of this structure, however, is the separation of the consultant and 
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the administrative classes.  The consultants were expected to be driven, dedicated and 
depict a hardcore business approach, yet be expressive and empathetic to their clients.  
Administrative staff were expected to do everything in their power to polish the veneer of 
the company while working like crazy to make sure life flowed smoothly for the 
executives.  These personality types are distinct, and our discussion revealed there was 
little if any likelihood of someone transitioning from one role to the other.  Consultants 
might drift across product lines but had to maintain their drive and client relationships. 
For the women of Mancon, as I noted, the soft skills are important along with 
their ability to make and maintain relationships inside and outside of the company.  Who 
knows how invaluable a client’s commendation could be, and how influential their 
recommendation for a promotion?   
Rainmakers 
In a McKinsey-esque model, the top revenue-producing executives, or “rainmakers” are 
paid very well to maintain close ties with their small list of corporate clients, ensuring they do 
not veer to another company for management consulting services.  One of Mancon’s former 
executives was convicted for stealing company intelligence on his way out the door to start a 
rival firm, presumably to use it to build his client stable from existing Mancon clients.  Recall in 
the overview for this section that this is how Mancon started! 
So, how does one get to the executive leadership level at Mancon?  As a management 
consulting firm, it utilized a fast-track program to ensure people were qualified to enter the 
rainmaker role, and who had the stamina to weather it out – called the Four-Dimensional 
Executive Assessment Program.  These programs are common in accounting firms, law firms 
and other types of consulting firms that rely on people not products to drive revenue.  Part of the 
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charge for the rainmaker is to develop client relationships, with the hope of generating a steady 
stream of revenue for the company.  And, there is incentive for the rainmaker to stay with the 
company, in the form of an iron-clad non-compete agreement:  you cannot take your clients with 
you if you leave.   Symbolic capital in the form of prestige and recognition as a money-maker 
ensures a power seat for these employees, along with certain economic capital perks, but staying 
there suddenly puts one in a position to experience symbolic violence.  The women at Mancon 
described the level of commitment required to maintain the perceptions of a rainmaker was 
brutal. 
Within Mancon, this program and others are aimed at young business school graduates.  
They have company representatives who work directly with school career placement offices to 
identify the top GPA score students and put them through the grinder to see if they would be a fit 
for the company culture. 
The support team structure, including administrators and clerical workers runs parallel to 
the consultant team so while an executive administrator or project manager may work closely 
with a consultant, they report to a supervisor in the administrative section.  The path upward for 
someone like an executive administrator is to go to the next level of consultant to work.  In other 
words, if one works with a managing consultant, a promotion means you would work with a 
Senior Partner, then a Managing Director while remaining in the executive administrator 
employee classification. 
The women at Mancon seemed familiar with the leadership development program at their 
company, which was clearly focused on creating a path for individuals to attain rainmaker status.  
Several women talked about this role and that they had at one time aspired to it, but hesitated 
because of the lack of work-life balance it afforded.  Often, they would be required to move their 
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family to another city, travel extensively and work long hours to satisfy client and company 
objectives.  Only one of the women in this title (who was a respondent) had aspirations to move 
up to the Executive level, and she was the youngest of the group who had taken time off to raise 
her children.  She could afford the risks of the role at this point in her life.  The others said that at 
this stage of their careers (and their ages in the Baby Boomer cohort), the rigor and lack of work-
life balance of the rainmaker role was unappealing. 
 Finally, the administrative support staff rounds out the organizational chart and provides 
all the tactical elements that make it possible for the professional coaches and sales people to 
work smoothly and seamlessly with their clients.  Administrators are assigned to support specific 
professionals but do not report to them; they are supervised by a team of managers in a matrix-
style configuration.  This layer of worker rarely traverses into the next layer up - the coaches - 
and sees the administrative assistant role as a goal in itself.  There are lateral moves to roles like 
project management, but the only path upward is an assignment to support a higher-level 
executive or titled person.  Salary range is typically $60K to $76K annually (Salary.com).   
 So, the scene is set for everyone to play their part in keeping Mancon afloat, whether they 
are on-stage facing their clients or offstage getting power points and travel schedules in place.  
Bolman and Deal (2017) stated that at times, matrix-structured companies can create conflict and 
confusion among employees, presumably around where one’s allegiance lies and how one’s 
performance is evaluated. 
 For four of the six women at Mancon, their careers in the core business of consulting 
(along with the multiple degrees earned) afford them the opportunity to float upward in the 
organizational chart.  For the two women who operate in what Mintzberg (1979) named the 
Administrative Core, there would be no desire, let alone the opportunity, to move into another 
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group.  They did not have the credentials to do so and were happy in their supporting roles.  As 
an organization, Mancon must be clear out the skill sets required to perform the consulting 
function.  This is an inherent advantage for its employees, leaving no ambiguity as to the role 
each person plays, regardless of who they interact with.  Synergy across teams is important; in 
fact, it is required and helps to keep people’s skills up-to-date and their work more interesting. 
 All the women I interviewed said that in spite of their company’s expertise in coaching 
and management consulting, the people they worked with and for did not seem to take their own 
advice (reference the discussion of human resource model organizational design, above). The 
middle-aged women in my study believed there was no leadership development program for 
them unless they wanted to be rainmakers.  They were not provided mentoring or sponsorship 
opportunities and thought that the people who were recruited from outside got the best job 
assignments.  People felt unacknowledged and unrecognized for their efforts, unable to feel 
appreciated for the work they do.  Tenure at Mancon started later in life for the women I 
interviewed, and they stayed less time, making this job one pearl on their necklace, but not the 
whole matched set of jewelry.    
 In reality, companies exist to make a profit, not to make people happy.  Happiness is 
found in one’s heart, health and well-being, not in a job.  Many people need a job in order to live, 
and initiative, skill or good luck decide if we have a job we love.  If an employee is a good fit for 
the company, and vice-versa, they both benefit:  the employee feels satisfied with work they do, 
they feel it is meaningful and the company leadership feels that they are have the right talent in 
place and employees are energized to perform well.  In the delicate dance of corporate 
governance, people management is the most expensive line item and the one most fraught with 
bad decisions.  Companies focused on the bottom-line use headcount slashing to control their 
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budget where companies focused on customer service use their workforce as a competitive 
advantage (Bolman & Deal, 2017).  
Data Analysis 
The habitus like every ‘art of inventing’ is what makes it possible to produce an 
infinite number of practices that are relatively unpredictable (like the corresponding 




My study focused on the experiences of 11 Baby Boomer generation women employed in 
two large corporations in the United States, as profiled in Chapter Four.  A comprehensive 
matrix of the participants’ statistics is in Appendix B which provided base data for the frequency 
tables within this chapter.  The women recounted surprisingly similar stories of growing up 
although they were from various parts of the country in different types of family cultures.  In 
spite of the similarities in their childhood experiences, they had very different outcomes – and 
outlooks – on their careers which I will discuss later in this chapter.   
To begin, I looked for similarities within the demographic profile of each woman; things 
like age, education level and marital status when they began working at their respective 
companies.  I also looked for differences or discrepancies in the nature of the data; things like 
length of time in their industry and working at each of their companies.   
Analysis of the data began with categorizing the comments women made during our 
interviews and discussions.  Their experiences reflected a general lack of interest in the girls’ 
futures by the adults in their lives.  Some of the women expressed regret that they had not been 
more enthusiastic about starting a career, but rather had thought more about what job they should 
take, a short-term view.  Some of those comments were provided in Chapter Four.  The more 
insight the data revealed, the more I came to understand how women fared differently in 
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different companies and industries, and how much I wondered how life would have been 
different for each of them in different circumstances.  I revisited the data, this time from a 
statistical perspective and my analysis took on a completely different shape. 
The most striking pattern I saw was the difference between the Comco and Mancon 
women in terms of the impact the actions behind the themes had on their lives.  All of the women 
at Comco recounted struggles in each of the themes, with only one exception:  Dana did not feel 
that she had been affected by the challenge of work-life balance in her career.  For the women at 
Mancon, only half of them were affected by the challenges underlying each of the themes.  
Statistically speaking, that is a 93 percent take rate at Comco vs. a 50 percent rate at Mancon.  
Why? 
Demographics Overview 
 To review the group as a whole (see table in Appendix B) there were several categories 
where there were more similarities than differences, the obvious one being age range, since I 
purposely chose only subjects in the Baby Boomer generation.  It is generally accepted by 
sociologists that American Baby Boomers were born between 1946 and 1965.  Table 5.1 
provides a breakdown of their age range.  
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For Comco, 80 percent of the women were from the older subset of Baby Boomers and 
for Mancon, only one of the women, or 16 percent, was from the older subset.  This was an 
interesting discovery to me since the only “age” criteria for inclusion in the study was that they 
had to be Baby Boomers, and everyone in the study was invited somewhat randomly, either by 
me or by a known associate of mine, or by one of the participants in the study. 
I gathered data about the women’s early lives, but some of it proved irrelevant in the 
overall analysis.  Recalling their high school years, they described a sense of apathy about their 
professional futures, and had very little confidence in themselves.  They felt like they did not 
know how to go about finding a career that fit their personalities and skills.  There was minimal 
family or community influence on their choices and many of the women found themselves 
pigeon-holed into traditionally female roles.  For example, none of the women reported having a 
father who guided them into post-high school life, or strongly influenced their career choices.  
For this reason, the data was not useful to compare or contrast their experiences; however, I 
believe that further study of that phenomenon is warranted.   
Half of the Mancon women had working mothers but only one of the Comco women had, 
depicted in Table 5.2.  All of the women who had working mothers were from the younger 
subset of women.  Recall that 84 percent of the Mancon women were from the younger subset of 
boomers but only 20 percent of the Comco women were.  On the face of it, none of the 
individual factors seemed to have a significant impact on their choices or chances at progressive 
career trajectories; however, for the Mancon women, having a mom practiced with a more 
modern habitus might have influenced their attitudes toward work and careers.   
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 Another data point was the respondents’ ages when they earned their bachelor’s degrees, 
but no one from either company stood out.  All of the women were between age 22 and age 25 
for an average age of 23.2. 
So, what did seem to have the greatest effect on how the women perceived and pursued 
their careers? 
The women chose a wide array of college majors, such as psychology, journalism, 
geology, literature and math but most of them were unsure how to translate that degree into a 
job, as indicated in Table 5.3.  With only a couple exceptions, every respondent talked about her 
struggle to lay out a path, to gain guidance and support and maintain career growth over the long 
term.  This seemed to hurt the Comco women more, where a technical degree was the passport to 
upper management roles.  The Mancon women mainly had Liberal Arts degrees and all but one 
had at least one Graduate degree.   
All but one of the women had at least an Associate’s Degree (2-Year) when she started 
working at the company, so this did not seem to be a particularly interesting factor in their 
success.  The only exception was Emily at Comco who had no degree when she started, but 
completed a Bachelors in Computer Science and a Masters in Information Technology while 
working there.  As the only one of five Comco women, this gave her an edge as you will see later 
in this chapter.   
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The more compelling argument for the Mancon women is the cultural capital afforded to 
them by virtue of their chosen degree field.  This became especially important within the habitus 
of their field, and their choice to obtain advanced degrees in an area related to consulting – e.g., 
Human Factors, Human Resources and Counseling.  This pattern held true for two-thirds of them 
and clearly contributed to their ability to progress in their careers. 
Another key demographic was the subject’s age at the time she began working at the 
company, see Table 5.4.  Again, the data revealed a huge disparity:  The average age at entry for 
Comco was 21.6 vs. 43.2 for Mancon, twice the age!  It is not surprising to observe that for the 
Comco women, this company was the first job they had in the field.  Associated with their ages, 
Table X indicates marital status for each respondent at the time they entered the corporation; not 
surprisingly the younger women starting at Comco were mostly unmarried while the older 
women starting at Mancon were married. 
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All of the women had been married at least once, although a couple of them were no 
longer married.  The more significant fact was that only one of the Comco women was married 
when she joined the company (20 percent) and only one of the Mancon women was not married 
when she joined the company (16 percent).  In the end, marital status did not seem to be a factor 
in their overall career success (or lack thereof) but was more of an indicator of the age at which 
they joined the corporation represented in the case study.  The details are depicted in Table 5.5.   
 
Similarly, whether the women had children when they started working at their respective 
companies, or at the time of our interview seemed not to affect their outcomes.  This data is 
contained in the charts in Appendix B. 
Rather than looking for similarities, looking for the differences revealed the greatest 
divergence in the women’s histories.   
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 Table 5.6 reflects my analysis of the level of education for the women at entry to the 
corporation.  Two of the Comco women completed degrees while working there.  All of the 
Mancon women entered the corporation with all of their degrees   
 
 I calculated the cumulative years of education by adding numeric years to the basic high 
school diploma; so, an associate’s degree added two years, a bachelor’s added four years, and a 
master’s added 2 more years for each degree (See Table 5.7).  It is notable that 60 percent of 
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Then, I tabulated the educational level of each respondent at the time of our interview 
broken out by company.  Note in Table 5.8 that the majority of Comco women still had only a 
BA or BS degree and only two (40 percent) had master’s degrees, where 83 percent of Mancon 
women held master’s degrees. 
 Table 5.9 is a tabulation of the average years of education for the women separated by 
corporation, and shows a difference of two-and-a-half years between them. 
 
The number of prior jobs within their respective professions breaks down as follows in 
Table 5.10.  No Comco respondents had a job in their industry prior to joining Comco, owing 
mostly to their young age and correspondent college attendance.  Some of them had jobs but had 
not focused on any particular industry or job category.  Most of the Mancon women had two jobs 
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in their industry prior to joining the company.  Some of them spent time in other industries early 
in their careers, but made a shift to the consulting industry early on. 
 
Table 5.11 shows the overall number of years each woman spent working at Comco or 
Mancon.  Overwhelmingly, the Comco women had longer tenure at the company, averaging 33.2 
years.  The Mancon women averaged 7.2 years with the company. 
 
The discussion of job titles presents another binary division between the two companies.  
As noted, Comco is a very bureaucratic and hierarchical company as depicted by the 
organizational chart in Appendix C.  The job titles and, therefore, the job progression reflect 
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typical employee titles like supervisor, manager, director, etc.  For Mancon (see also chart in 
Appendix C) the titles were more typical of its matrix-style adhocracy organization, names like 
consultant, principal, partner which are adjacent to the administrative titles like project manager 
and executive assistant.   
The women at Comco had an average of just under four years spent in the highest title 
they achieved in their career and none of the women were still in that title at the time of our 
interview.  Conversely, at Mancon the women averaged six years in their highest title and all of 
them were still there when interviewed so it seemed to be a more stable environment and more 
accommodating of women in leadership positions.  It also pointed to the difference between 
women working in a technology company without a technical degree versus women working in a 
non-technology company in the softer field of consulting where the habitus is more 
accommodating to their background.  These are women who obtained cultural capital through 
their master’s degrees as well as prior experience in the field.   
Jackall (1988) credited successful managers with the ability to provide emotional support 
to others while suppressing their own emotional and psychological needs.  He further stated that 
ambiguity could lend credence to those working in these fields where a certain amount of self-
promotion is expected, along with the positive effect of social connections and erudite speech.  
In the Comco habitus, this was not acceptable where subordination, processes and routine were 
critical to its ability to survive in perpetuity 
Comco Respondents 
Introduction 
 The women at Comco had similar experiences as girls to those of the women at Mancon, 
and they all recounted a general lack of interest in helping them build a career path.  This theme 
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was identified as a Minimal Awareness and Guidance earlier in this chapter.  Of note, Selene was 
encouraged in academic achievement by faculty at her all-girls parochial school.  School leaders 
were determined that their girls would be knowledgeable about career choices and guided them 
to make decisions about their future professional lives, following their college education.  Most 
of her peer group were upper-middle class families who communicated clear expectations to 
their daughters that they would succeed.  Selene’s parents seemed disengaged in coaching her 
career aspirations and left it up to the school to provide career counseling.  
Emily recounted her experiences, similar to her peers: 
Neither of my parents went to college, so they didn’t really push college . . . it was 
really through friends and their families that sort of influenced me.  What I was 
going to do, I didn’t really know, I didn’t have any particular focus . . . I went to 
(parochial) schools and they were marginally helpful, and were more helpful to 
boys to be honest . . . most of the guidance was from friends’ families (Emily, 
2019). 
 
Dana, who described her family as lower middle class with no post-secondary education, 
said they did not provide much encouragement to go to college or to have a professional career.  
She told me: 
I was given very little coaching or counseling . . . I really didn’t have a thought 
process.  My husband’s cousin was working at Comco and said they were hiring.  I 
just got the interview and then got the job.  There was no grand plan (Dana, 2018). 
 
She was one of three Comco women who went to work there because of social capital, 
they knew someone already working there.  Later in our conversation, Dana seemed to 
acknowledge that she had not been very proactive in her own career:    
I really didn’t have any long-term plan . . . six or seven years ago my goal was 
going to be trying to get promoted to director, but with every turn of the calendar 
there were fewer and fewer of those positions.  I think if I had been a little more 
aggressive and self-serving in looking for opportunities it would have been different 
(Dana, 2018).   
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She entered Comco with a two-year associate’s degree, and completed a four-year 
bachelor’s degree in psychology a few years later, which did not translate into a career path or a 
technical role.  Maybe because of other things going on in her life, she stayed in the comfort 
zone at work; she married young and started her family shortly thereafter.  Dana exhibited a 
positive affect, but did not have a glowing assessment of her career up to that point.  She wished 
there would have been a more robust Hi-Po program, more mentoring and guidance, more 
coaching around developing a career.  Having said that, most of her peers at Comco gave the 
same report, they just had not asserted any career ambitions into their work. 
An example of one exception was Sarah’s family, where Mom steered her three children 
into careers she liked, mostly artistic, rather than business.  Sarah felt that her mother had 
become frustrated with her own lack of a career so became a strong influence pushing her 
children to have careers.   Her mother praised her writing skills and she graduated with a degree 
in journalism.  After a brief stint with a national magazine, she took a clerical job at Comco 
which offered benefits and security.  No goals, no plan, no career. 
Teresa’s mother “tried to make sure we all had goals because of a fear of poverty, we 
needed a specific job goal that pays the bills.  I did not know what I could do, but I needed to be 
practical – safe – for Mom’s sake.”  She said all four of the siblings were expected to go to 
college but, “I didn’t know what I was doing to look at all the opportunities that were out there.”  
Teresa told me a story about taking the obligatory standardized tests in grade school.  One year, 
she correctly answered a math problem on a topic that had not yet been taught:   
The test proctor was the principal of my school – a woman – who noticed and 
remarked, ‘My! Girls usually aren’t good at math.’  I dismissed it as one of those 
silly things adults sometimes say.  I think that much of my life I have dismissed 
such wrong-headed characterizations (Teresa, 2018). 
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Feminist research on biological factors related to gender sought to debunk the theory that 
men’s and women’s minds are innately different; they assert instead that social and cultural 
norms created the chasm.  As a girl, Teresa’s greatest interest was in what is now called 
kinesthesia:   
Because I was always in the gymnasium, but that wasn’t a known thing back then, 
the science of it, it would have been part of the athletics department, but that was 
not available to women at that time.  Men usually have a lot more choices, and 
women have to fight for them.  In my case, there was this whole set of professional 
careers that were just not available to me, at least that’s what I perceived and at 
some point in society there were people actively working to make sure that women 
didn’t succeed in those areas (Teresa, 2018). 
 
Teresa started out to be a chemistry major but realized that additional course work was 
needed, and she didn’t want to disappoint her parents by spending five years in college, so she 
settled for a four-year math degree program.  That seemed more practical at the time but there 
was still the question of how to apply it to a career: “after that I was kind of lost” (Teresa, 2018). 
Results:  Just Try Something 
Several women took a meandering approach, started out doing one thing but moved on to 
something entirely different later.  There were four respondents who did develop specific goals 
in their late-teenage years, and started on a path to become lawyers, doctors or veterinarians.  All 
of them dropped their goals because they could not see spending the time or the money to obtain 
the professional training needed.  Why?  No one encouraged them, and there was no one to help 
them figure out how to pursue careers in these fields.  Are women more reluctant to make long-
term commitments to a career path, especially if it requires more education (time and cost)?  If 
so, why?  This seemed to hurt the Comco women more than the Mancon women. 
Selene started out wanting to be a veterinarian but early in her college years she worked 
part-time in a veterinarian’s office and discovered she had allergies to fur and dander.  She 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     187 
 
changed her major to geology because she loved being outdoors.  She applied for several jobs in 
the male-dominated oil industry and quickly learned that it was not feasible.  In her field 
interviews, she was called “Darlin’” and “Honey” and told to bring a shotgun when doing field 
work because the “300-pound oil drillers haven’t seen a woman in months and there’s no lock on 
the field trailer.”  (Selene, 2018).  The habitus in that industry was the easier path, where the 
truth of their history left them acting autonomously and no one was convicted in their mind to 
change 
This was before the “Me, Too” movement arose in 2006 and expanded in 2017 and 
revealed how women were treated by males in their professions.  To clarify, the movement was a 
recent construct; the behavior is ancient.  Selene was not coached to swear, talk sports and smoke 
cigars to fit in with them.  Under the circumstances, she would not have the time to showcase 
these behaviors to convince the men she was their peer and not the object of their sexual desire.  
She went home and told her father, “I might want to look for another job somewhere else.” 
Emily dreamed of a career in the fashion industry but, after one semester, left school and 
returned home.  While trying to decide what to do next, she got a job as a mail clerk at Comco 
where they paid her tuition to get a computer science degree.  She said that, at the time, the 
company was “really in need of female anything” in response to social pressure by the newly re-
invigorated feminist movement to include women in the technical roles.  In retrospect she mused, 
“it was never in my wildest dreams something I would ever have done” (Emily, 2019).  She had 
been conditioned to believe that women in IT careers was not believable, a practice that 
produced an enduring habitus.  She went on to defy that durable structure by making a conscious 
(and strategic) decision to pursue a career in technology. 
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Dana was drawn to a law career, but with a lack of encouragement and guidance 
throughout the thought process, decided on her own that it would not be worth the cost in time 
and money.  Like Dana, several Comco subjects were interested in psychology and studied it, but 
never pursued an advanced degree which could lead to practicing in the field.  The habitus of the 
company (the product of its history) reinforced those behaviors through building on individuals’ 
perceptions and guaranteed their constancy over time. 
Fast Forward:  Women at Work  
As I analyzed the path the women took from childhood to adulthood, the same 
phenomenon emerged, with predictable results.  The lack of guidance, planning and goal-setting 
made their career path mirror their earlier educational path.  In most cases, even after choosing a 
major and going to college, the women became unsure of what career path to take.  It seemed as 
if they felt like they had nothing else to do, and no role models, so just follow the path of least 
resistance.  This was most common among the Comco women: 
Dana characterized her 35 years of experience at Comco:  
I think if I had been a little more aggressive and self-serving in looking for 
opportunities but . . . if you’re in a job that you’re doing well and you know that 
you are respected you tend to stay put . . . even though you think that might not be 
best for your career.  You know what you are doing and you aren’t looking for other 
things (Dana, 2018). 
 
For Dana early in her career at Comco, she observed, “men were rewarded for being 
more aggressive, independent . . . go-getters and women are seen as being bitchy.”  Hesse-Biber 
and Carter (2005) wrote about the perceived passivity in women’s personalities as a liability in 
the professional world and its historical use in rationalizing acceptance of a woman’s role as a 
housekeeper and mother.  Dana’s experience reflected a type of symbolic violence, where 
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perceptions of gender behaviors restricted women from gaining approval for acting the same as 
men, reinforcing the incumbent social order. 
Early in her career, Emily started working at Comco in an era where they were recruiting 
women into technical roles, and they paid for her computer science degree and a master’s degree.  
After six years in the research and engineering department, she was asked to transfer to a 
business unit to augment her experience.  Trapped in the social construction of reality within a 
large corporation (Jackall, 1988), she enjoyed it and stayed in that marketing role for several 
years, and noted, “It’s kind of embarrassing to say I didn’t really have any goals.  I knew I 
wanted to be there, I felt I could probably get promoted . . . but I didn’t have any long-term 
goals.”  (Emily, 2019) 
Emily (2019) rose to the rank of Assistant Vice President and summed it up nicely, 
“without a lot of planning, especially early on, I’ve had a lot of serendipity.  I’ve had a great 
career, a set of careers, I guess.”  What Emily did not know at that time was the power base that 
a technical education gave her at Comco allowed her to rise above the other women at that time, 
increasing her cultural capital.  She was able to use this in a positive way to move into other 
areas of the business and had been offered a promotion to Vice President before she left the 
company.   
Emily was unique in this study, having changed her individual habitus twice – first, 
moving from fashion design to engineering and, second, leaving Comco to start an executive 
coaching consultancy.  Both were conscious choices that had no mutuality to her once-present 
situation and defied the absolute tendency of habitus to protect itself.  So, the recognition that 
conditioning would result in stagnation, dictating a reflexive response, caused her to recalculate 
the future prospects and make a strategic decision to go in a different direction. 
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Stagnation by a Thousand Cuts 
Selene was part of a training cohort when she began working at Comco.  As the trainees 
prepared for their first job assignment, she received a great deal of support from her supervisor 
and the manager at the next level up.  She said they got frequent and consistent feedback in a 
very positive work environment.  She spent eight years in that group building social capital that 
later allowed her to move around the company in roles with increasing responsibility and power.   
A few years later, in a different organization with a female supervisor, she did not feel 
supported: “I’d go by her office and she’d just be doing her needlepoint” (Selene, 2019).  Selene 
turned out to be good at attracting mentors and had several, both male and female throughout her 
tenure at Comco.  One of them left the company and tried to convince her to follow him to his 
new job, but she declined believing that she still had enough support and traction for career 
advancement at Comco.  Her moral compass prevented her from subjecting herself and her 
career to the needs of her former boss which, in the end turned out to be good for her as he and 
several other executives at the new company were convicted of insider trading and fraud a few 
years later. 
After that, two mentors (a male and a female) provided coaching and advice that helped 
her maintain her position or move to another one when the time was right.  Unfortunately, after 
36 years, she feels there is a “toxic environment” created by the supervisor in her current 
position and, along with several of her peers, is looking to leave the group.  Her boss told her he 
did not think she was capable enough to obtain a promotion, so she would not feel comfortable 
asking for his support or sponsorship to help her.  This form of symbolic violence by someone 
with power over another person is a classic example of abuse of Bourdieu’s symbolic capital. 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     191 
 
Comco’s bureaucratic structure had a strictly up/down pattern and the women rarely had 
an opportunity to show off their talents outside their immediate team which often resulted in a 
dead-end career.  In this scenario, many women were subject to lay-offs when the company 
decided to eliminate a department, a level or layer of worker, or a role/title en masse.  If they 
were lucky, they could find another job resulting in a demotion.  If someone was lucky enough to 
get a special project to work on, she might get exposure to someone a level or two above her (but 
only if her supervisor was generous).  In order to get a promotion, she had to be on a list, pre-
qualified and sponsored before getting any recognition.   
Homosocial Reproduction 
Women aspiring to reach the top of the corporation must behaviorally adapt to the 
masculine lead to be seen as on culture for receiving an invitation to the table 
(Koland, 2015, p. 126). 
 
Another theme impacting Comco women centered around the Old Boys’ Club 
phenomenon, where we talked about how the business sector (and others, to be honest) really 
works.  The concept, as described by Kanter (2008), showed how homosocial culture and 
reproduction affected many of the women who recounted (in some cases) overt displays of 
sexism in the workplace.  She drew upon the work of Wilbert Moore who described the kinship 
of males in a bureaucratic setting where social similarities were important.  Extrapolating from 
that concept, men do not see social similarities with women, in general, and thus are less likely to 
view them as part of their club. 
Unfortunately for several subjects, when identified for possible promotions, the men in 
power determined that choosing women for the appointments was too risky (they might get 
pregnant and leave!).  At a minimum, women observed the preferential treatment of male 
colleagues from the time they got their first job until later in their careers, in some cases even 
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after 40 years.  Bourdieu (2005) analyzed symbolic social structures and agreed with the 
interpretations of some of his predecessors that social structures tend to reproduce themselves.  
In other words, the male patriarchy continues because that is what is familiar and expected, 
including in the leadership halls of corporations.  He believed humans are prone to acting out 
social structures through the existing social order, referred to as habitus. 
Since I believe women are intelligent, resourceful and giving people, some of us devised 
ways of getting around the problem, trying to avoid going through it.  For those who decided not 
to play the game, leaving the game of corporate ladder-climbing behind was a strategy.  Some 
women felt that it crept up on them while at the same time, admitted they expected that the 
feminist movement had wiped it out years ago.  For them, the need for a creative outlet for their 
time and treasure was important.  For others, breathing space to balance work and personal lives 
became the goal, which was discussed in the third theme. 
Is there another way to be in the club?  Fittipaldi (2014, p. 122) concluded in her study of 
the advertising industry that women who were successful over the long term were those who 
“possessed masculine leadership traits and made the men they worked with feel comfortable 
rather than threatened.  They found ways to increase their visibility with key players in the 
organization and they conformed to the ideal worker norms.”  She also talked about women 
changing their behavior (but not their personality) to blend into the male-dominated executive 
ranks, citing use of rough language and the ability to talk about sports as a way to achieve mental 
parity with men. 
Today, when someone is in “job transition” or looking for a new career, networking is the 
new old boys’ club.  One does not get a job simply by submitting a resume and waiting for a call 
from the human resources representative.  You have to know somebody, get a referral, build a 
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network and use outside-the-system means to land the interview.  It is just as critical inside the 
corporation, where alliances and loyalties are courted and congratulated for those who are 
successful at cultivating them.  This is what Bourdieu (1990) termed a social space, 
multidimensional, where one is defined by each of the four capitals – social, cultural, financial 
and symbolic – in relation to others. 
 Selene stated:   
There are still pockets of Comco’s business where it’s the good old boys’ network, 
still that bias I believe.  In my own team there are bosses, my boss included, that 
are much more comfortable with men than they are with women.  Conversely, I had 
a woman boss who was much more comfortable with men (Selene, 2019). 
 
Sarah experienced this when her supervisor left Comco and recommended her to fill his 
role.  She met with the next level manager (a Vice President) to plead her case but he told her, 
“We really aren’t doing promotions and even if we were, I don’t know you.”  (Sarah, 2019).  She 
thought this was an odd thing to say since she had filled in for her boss many times, interacting 
with the VP.  He then asked her opinion about one of her male peers, who was under 
consideration for the promotion, and told her that others were advocating on his behalf!  Sarah 
realized that this peer had done a much better job at networking up the chain, using social capital 
and was favored as part of the old boys’ network.   
She thought it was over until a couple of weeks later.  A vice president from a different 
organization asked her to help him prepare for an important customer meeting, having been 
advised that she was knowledgeable in a certain area of business.  She pulled together some data 
and crafted a presentation for him to use.  He was so pleased he called her up to thank her and let 
her know how impressed the customer was, and to ask if there was anything he could do for her.  
When she explained her interest in her former boss’s job, he immediately spoke with Sarah’s 
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vice president to advocate for her promotion.   Even though she was not actively working the 
“network” she got the job because of that contact, and the concept of social capital in action.   
Later in her career, Sarah proactively sought a networking relationship with a prominent 
female vice president, which proved providential when a round of layoffs hit her organization.  
She asked that vice president to help her land a new position; when the VP agreed, Sarah fed her 
the list of “Reasons I support Sarah” and gave her the name and number of who to call to 
advocate for her success. 
Leadership Development Programs 
 There is a very popular concept and practice in the business world, which seeks to 
identify employees with leadership potential through a nomination process.  You become part of 
a “Club”.  These individuals are earmarked for special training and leadership programs intended 
to lead to recognition of their performance and ultimately a promotion.  This social construct 
seeks to standardize the criteria for advancement in the corporation, and to habituate its 
participants to the stated norms of the organization (Jackall, 1988).  These programs are very 
popular within corporations, presumably because those with the potential for promotions are 
hand-delivered to executives by the human resources department, already scrubbed and dressed 
to move up the ladder.   
Generally speaking, the process goes something like this – young people (often recent 
college or MBA graduates) are inducted into the program with great fanfare and granted 
visibility for their executive’s pet projects.  The highly-structured process provides training, 
coaching and one-on-one mentoring.  The program participants are given opportunities to deliver 
executive level presentations.  Bourdieu (1990) wrote about individuals being conditioned to act 
and function in a certain way to reproduce the habitus of the organization, which generates an 
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expected outcome to reinforce the past experience.  When someone completes a one-year (or 
longer) program, they participate in a graduation ceremony and are lauded for their 
accomplishments.  One expected outcome for the participant is that they are fast-tracked into 
new roles and promotions. 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 119) said, “social capital is the sum of the resources, 
actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network 
of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.”  The 
leadership development programs are intended to increase the social capital of the selected 
individual by affording him or her the opportunity to accrue the relationships necessary for 
improvement of their standing in the company. 
Not everyone achieves the gold ring, so to speak, as Woitas (2019) reflected on her own 
experience in a leadership development program.  Someone might say that an unintended 
consequence of the fast-track model is a form or element of symbolic violence in this 
phenomenon, where people are put through the ringer but never achieve the promised goal.  It 
seems innate to the habitus of corporations with hierarchical management structures.  Bourdieu 
(1990) described symbolic violence in terms that superseded the definition of a form of violence 
operating symbolically.  In his view, the subject was complicit in allowing the action against his 
or her self.  In other words, the one who mentors someone with less stature or power imposes his 
or her thoughts and ideas on the subject who then acts to fulfill the wishes of the mentor.  
Bourdieu (1990) wrote about the justification of the social order (or corporate hierarchy, in our 
case) to perpetuate the acceptance of it in society. 
Several subjects at Comco reported that, for some reason, the programs went 
underground in recent years:  the selection process was secretive and most employees did not 
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know how the program operated any more.  It was referred to as a High Potential (HiPo) 
Program early in my supervisory career.  We would watch presentations led by human resources 
and have group discussions about the merits of the program; we would offer possible candidates 
from our teams and compare notes with our peers to pick the cream of the crop.   
At a certain point, we stopped hearing about the program, and nothing was 
communicated below the vice president level.  I believe at that point, a Pre-Potential program 
was in operation; in other words, someone had a mentor or sponsor and that person put them into 
a HiPo program.  So, latching onto the sponsor’s coattails paid off by affording the employee the 
opportunity to get the extra oomph needed to get on the fast track.  Occasionally, an 
announcement would go out letting us know that someone was recently promoted (sometimes 
two levels up) and under the radar we heard that they had been in a HiPo program. 
 A couple of years before I left the company, a new kind of HiPo program was announced, 
a McKinsey construct.  This one was strictly for college graduates and there was a special 
recruiting team created in the human resources department to work on specifically-designated 
campuses.  This was the way to identify top talent, get them into the company at a young age and 
groom them for fast tracking through the system. 
Most women I interviewed reported that they were not given the opportunity to be HiPo, 
to be sponsored by an executive or to have a formal mentor assigned to help with their careers.  
When I asked Dana if she had ever been in a HiPo program, she said:   
I was in one at one point in time and then the whole program went away and now 
it seems like it may be back to some degree but, as always, it’s a secret which I 
found really odd.  Because if someone was identified as being HiPo . . . you should 
be able to describe it and it should be something that is offered as an incentive to 
be put in this program to enhance your opportunities for advancement (Dana, 2018). 
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Later on, she applied for an open staff position but was told she never had a chance 
because someone on the HiPo list had been pre-identified as the favored candidate by her 
sponsor. 
Sarah received help from a female executive who put her on the HiPo list so that she 
could participate in some executive education courses while working as an executive assistant 
for a (male) vice president.  She was removed from the program and later discovered there was 
conflict with her supervisor but there was no other explanation given. 
Woitas (2019) wrote about this in her thesis where she described her own experience as a 
woman in a HiPo program.  For her dissertation, Woitas interviewed 19 participants in her 
employer’s leadership development program:  13 males and six females.  Her data showed that, 
overall, more males participated in the program than females but, since her focus was not on 
gender, she did not explore potential disparities for women in either the program or the 
outcomes.   
She knew from personal experience in the leadership development program what the 
HiPo requirements were but, after a series of corporate transitions, she found herself in a 
department where people were just numbers and her new supervisor did not know her personally.  
One of her peers was designated as HiPo and became highly competitive, gaining attention and 
sponsorship from males above him in the hierarchy.  Woitas (2019) wrote about another 
individual who was promoted for his ability to adapt to ambiguity and tolerate prescribed cultural 
autonomy within the system (Jackall, 1988).  After that, Woitas decided not to pursue that 
designation again for herself: 
Self-promotion became the primary way for individuals to publicize their 
accomplishments, to outshine their peers and be recognized by senior level leaders 
as “players.”  I learned that I needed to be my own advocate, feeling a constant 
need to talk about my good work.  In this group, there was a common practice of 
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leapfrogging each other publicly.  For example, as John was proudly announcing 
that he reached an important metric, I must follow his self-promotion with my own, 
to publicly gain the edge (Woitas, 2019, p. 89). 
 
Leadership Ice Floes 
For many women at Comco, the informal networking opportunities with executive 
women proved fruitful.  Dana said she believed the women who “made a concerted effort to get 
in line for mentorship, looking very ambitious” let executives know they were interested in 
growth opportunities.  Early in her career she observed a divergence in male-female perceptions 
by upper management, “men were rewarded for being more aggressive, independent . . . go-
getters and women were seen as being bitchy.”  (Dana, 2018).  If a male acted that way, he was 
considered assertive and confident.  Hesse-Biber and Carter (2005) wrote about the perceived 
passivity in women’s personalities as a liability in the professional world and its historical use to 
rationalize acceptance of a woman’s role as a housekeeper and mother. 
At Comco, a common management strategy was to form a focus group of individuals in 
similar roles to collect opinions and ideas for leadership to use in setting plans and goals for the 
next year.  These were limited scope special assignments but were seen as short-term HiPo-like 
opportunities for those selected.  Two of the women at Comco told me that the people on these 
committees were hand-picked by management: “You almost have to know somebody and they 
choose the people they want…the people chosen will be more like, ‘Yes, Sir!’ drink the Kool-
Aid” (Sarah, 2019).  So, it sounds like management knew what they wanted the outcome to be, 
and seeded the team with people they knew would uphold the habitus.   
For Teresa, her technical degree and professionally poised demeanor meant that she 
frequently felt:  
Men didn’t quite know what to do with me because I was a woman.  They wanted 
to protect me although that wasn’t their role; I was much younger than most of 
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them.  They wanted to keep me there because I knew what was really going on and 
I performed my job well.  I always told my bosses that I was there to make them 
look good, and they never wanted to lose me (Teresa, 2018).  
  
Over the years, she gained a reputation as someone who would accomplish goals while 
being a leader that people respected. At the same time, there “was an opportunity to move into 
another role that, again, better suited my resume, abilities, temperament, etc., but I was ‘too 
valuable’ where I was.  I do sometimes wish I’d had the gumption to call out that BS for what it 
was.  But I didn’t.”  (Teresa, 2018).  Her managers wanted her to be a teacher figure on the 
corporate team, hold the team together, and not be competitive.  She was willing and confident 
enough to take on new roles and processes when others shied away from doing that.  This helped 
build a strong, positive reputation for her and strengthen her social capital.  Later, one of her 
male supervisors “was a champion of women in management and engineering.  He had daughters 
about my age and understood.”  (Teresa, 2018). 
In some ways, Teresa and other women who are valuable work partners gain power 
through the men they support.  Kanter (2008) wrote in her study of Indsco conducted in the 
1970s that women comprised less than three percent of the management team, often as 
secretaries and assistants, without any real power of their own, as an extension of her boss.  
There was a stenographer’s notebook at the end of her arm. The problem with this scenario is 
that women often abdicated their power because they assumed it existed only because of the 
man.  Kanter (2008) saw power as the ability to get things done, somewhat of an offshoot of the 
Weberian legacy of power as the ability to make someone comply (within a bureaucratic 
context).  Smart women would use that power to their advantage and capitalize on it for future 
gain. 
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Work/Life Balance 
In the early years, when agency life required long hours and nearly around-the-
clock dedication to the job, participants never questioned the need to work hard . . 
. they completely believed and also willingly accepted the notion that so long as 
they remained in advertising, the job would require long hours and sleepless nights 
(Fittipaldi, 2014). 
 
The third prominent theme with the women in my study was work-life balance.  I heard 
several perspectives or points along the spectrum from, “what balance?” to “it’s all about the 
balance.”  Since the women in my study ranged from single-no-children to married-with-
children, with a couple of single moms in the mix, their definition of balance, along with their 
needs and wants, varied greatly.  Only half of the Mancon women struggled with work-life 
balance issues, but almost all of the Comco women did.  Mancon women were focused on their 
primary role as client consultants and expressed a feeling of freedom inherent in their work life. 
In the Comco hierarchy management model, some of the women had individual 
contributor roles but at most levels the requirement of supervisory duties affected their ability to 
maintain work-life balance.  This was a choice, but many people believed for years that a 
supervisor was safer from being laid off, so they took on the extra work.  Many supervisors had 
20 or more direct reports, causing them to work far beyond 40 hours per week.  For the women 
with children, a portion of their adult years was consecrated to raising them which meant for 
some, pausing their career.  Bourdieu’s (1990) social structures theory provided the basis for 
analysis of the women’s tendency to focus on the comfort of their family, finding satisfaction in 
their unique role as helpers at home. 
Symbolic Capital 
At Comco, where upper management personnel were expected to have technical 
knowledge or a history of working in the industry, women were non-existent because they did 
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not start out in technical roles traditionally held by men.  Women were pink collar workers and 
did not tend to migrate into the traditionally male technical roles, so the male executives did not 
know how to interact with a female technologist on their team.   
In my study, Emily (2019) recounted her experience trying to fit in with the guys by 
joining the (mostly male) company softball team at Comco.  “If we won, everybody would 
smoke a cigar and I would smoke a cigar . . . I’m not so sure I would today, but back then it 
seemed like the right thing to do (to fit in).”  So, smoking a cigar was not the result of Emily 
undergoing a personality make-over, but of her adopting a behavior to emulate the male practice 
of celebrating success of the ball field.  This, along with her technical degree, allowed her to 
build cultural capital in ways that other women could not. 
 If we refer back to Bourdieu and his definition of habitus as a socialized norm, Emily 
observed the men’s behavior and mimicked it as she sought to fit into their world – her 
disposition – portraying a sense of the game, literally and figuratively.  Smoking the cigar was a 
habit the men developed through years of socialized behavior, probably learning it from other 
men, either their fathers or male mentors.  Her response to the situation was evocative of the 
conditioning she received in her social world and her application of it at work.  hooks (1988) 
warned against a feminist focus on social equality in favor of a broader view.  For Emily, it was 
a way to be one of the guys in a setting where they were equals and not necessarily governed by 
the normal rules of their gender roles. 
Not too long ago, it was common for young women to be asked if they were planning to 
have children, the implication being that a long-term investment in them by the company would 
not be worthwhile.  Some of the women said that their bosses overtly withheld these perks from 
them, continuing the cycle of lack of preparation scenarios, and deepening the spiral of under-
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achievement.  Today, that type of question is not allowed, but some interviewers have 
roundabout ways to elicit the information anyway.  Women were also subject to inquiries about 
their husband’s careers, implying that if he was relocated, she would need to leave her job.  
Teresa was affected by this in an unusual way.  Her husband was transferred several 
times during their marriage, and they ended up in large metropolitan areas where Comco had 
offices.  She was able to obtain jobs in each new location due to the flexibility her college degree 
in math afforded.  She was thankful, but noted that there were never promotions offered in spite 
of the cultural capital a technical degree conferred.  She was told, “The timing isn’t right.”  She 
never felt like she could control her career path because of the uncertainty of staying in one 
location long enough.   
The tables turned, however, later in her career, after she decided to go back to school and 
take a different career path.  She was offered a promotion but turned it down because she was 
close to completing her master’s degree and leaving the company and industry for good.  Rachel 
told me about a colleague of hers who had a baby and felt that there was a question in her 
manager’s mind about how committed she would continue to be.  The colleague felt that the 
company was withholding resources from her (for example, budget to hire an assistant) until she 
proved that she was going to maintain the same level of work effort as before.  She probably did 
not know about symbolic violence and how it was affecting her career. 
Men make career decisions based on what they like to do, how they want to spend their 
lives at work.  Companies assume the men will rise through the ranks, with an amiable and 
supportive wife.  Women are not afforded that luxury, and there is no “Old Girls’ Club” to make 
sure they are getting the best treatment available.  Some women reported that they actually had 
more trouble with other women in the office, a form of clique behavior described by Kanter 
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(1977) as a disadvantage to a woman aiming to take on a new identity.  Once when a woman got 
promoted in her office, Teresa observed other women speculating about some unsavory behavior 
that must have preceded it.  Unfortunately, this block-out behavior may have created conflict 
resulting in the promoted woman becoming less likely to help her former peers attain future 
promotions. 
Continuing the discussion of Teresa’s experience, another trend observed in the study 
was that women were expected to play the feminine role – collaborate more, shared learning, 
help others, be nurturing.  Some of the women studied were discouraged from exhibiting the 
more traditionally male traits.   
In a bizarre twist to her story, Teresa recounted a time when her female supervisor talked 
to her about exploiting a customer’s feelings by taking a more feminine approach to explaining a 
problem rather than using a direct, factual approach.  She refused because she could not convey 
that type of emotion in a way that was credible.  Other women in my study recounted similar 
experiences of being told to be more nurturing, helpful, share what they learned and suppress 
traits deemed more masculine. 
Over the years, Teresa (2018) gained a reputation as someone who would accomplish 
goals while being a leader that people respected.  At the same time, she was passed over for 
promotions and never felt the power to “call out the BS for what it was.”  Her managers wanted 
her to be a teacher on the corporate team, hold the team together, and not be competitive.  The 
one difference was that she was willing (and confident enough) to take on a new role, product or 
process when others shied away from doing that.  This helped build a strong, positive reputation 
for her.  Eventually, because of the cultural capital she had built, she was pursued for promotion 
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as a supervisor on her team, but by that time she had decided to move to a new career and leave 
the company.   
Aged Out of the Pool 
A phenomenon that was significant and thus incorporated into my thesis was that by the 
time they reached around 50 years old, the Comco women seemed to place less importance on 
setting and achieving career goals.  All the women said that they have very busy lives with 
family, work and pursuing outside interests making for long days and months.  They made peace 
with where they were at that point.  Was it just too far a reach for a mid-career woman to pursue 
an executive role?  Some of the women seemed to feel that the lack of accelerated career 
progression in their 30s and 40s (traditionally child-rearing years) set them up to be laggards by 
age 50 with too wide a chasm to jump at that age.  
Sarah (2019) believed things were improving, although slowly, “the younger women 
don’t seem so discriminated against, they seem to be getting a lot of coaching.”  It was her 
observation that they also were less likely to “put up” with behavior that women endured in the 
past.   She said:  
And, women should do more to help women.  I think that early in my career and I 
can honestly say I don’t think I see it as much as I used to but I think women used 
to have huge biases against women.  Like, I had to work hard to get up here, you 
have to work hard, I’m not helping you.  But I am seeing less of that than I used to, 
I still think you have to be careful though.  You can be more open with a man than 
with a woman, I don’t know why that is (Sarah, 2019).   
 
At the time of our interview, her goal was to “stay employed at a fulfilling position” until 
she could retire from Comco. 
Selene summed it up: 
You’re working with human beings, think of it like a bank account.  You may have 
to take a lot of withdrawals in the beginning but you need to put some deposits in 
there too.  Every chance you get to help another person or make someone else 
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successful is like deposits in the bank.  You can’t keep asking for help before they 
get to the point where they think you’re using them, so you have to keep that 
balance in your bank strong (Selene, 2019). 
 
Were there artificial barriers that created the scenarios that women described?  By 
contrast, many men are still climbing the corporate ladder in their 50s, deemed at the pinnacle of 
their careers, rising through the ranks of executives and corporate board seats.  Having gained 
confidence and a boost in their earlier years, men comprise the majority of top titles and earnings 
spots in large companies. 
How were you treated? 
 
Used to successful executives being – and acting like – men, leaders expect women 
to model the same behavior. . . . One leader told us, “For one opening, we had an 
employee who was highly qualified – she was running operations in Asia.  
However, we didn’t ask her if she would be interested in the position, since she was 
pregnant and we assumed that she wouldn’t want to move.”  (McKinsey, 2012). 
 
As my analysis progressed, and I mentioned previously, the divergent experiences of 
women between Comco and Mancon persisted.  To place emphasis on this idea, I talked to each 
of the women about their experiences and asked, “How do you feel they treated you?  Did they 
do a fair job with you as a career employee?”  In the end, it’s not how the company treated you, 
but how the other people treated you – your boss, your peers, people in other departments, the 
human resources representative, the receptionist.  It is unique to each of us; however, there are 
times and places where the environment influences what those others say and do to you.  The 
habitus of a very old industrial company as a public utility at Comco allowed for a lot more 
discrimination and segregation of duties and roles.  The women seemed to think they needed to 
accept it and stay put.  
Teresa had a technical degree (B.S. in Math) so some doors opened for her that would not 
have for other women in a patriarchal environment.  When she moved to a new city following 
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her husband’s new job assignment, she was able to retain a position within the company working 
as a supervisor of a blue-collar team.  Her first (male) manager “was a champion of women in 
management and engineering”; however, the cultural capital she had developed up to that point 
did not follow her to the new organization in a different city and she was not accepted by the 
group. 
Not long after, there was another department for which her skills were more suited.  She 
said, “the expertise he needed was all over my resume” however the manager of that group 
“explicitly stated that he would not have a female manager on his team.  It was just plain stupid.”  
(Teresa, 2018). 
Sarah experienced both ends of the spectrum as a career employee at Comco; some of her 
bosses gave her mentoring and support but others did not.  Listen to this example of her 
subjection to symbolic violence. 
I would say that my division manager worked very hard to get me a job at my same 
title when I was told I was getting laid off.  I ended up taking a job at a lower level 
and it was supposed to work back into a promotion but never quite got there.  Later, 
I worked for a man who couldn’t hear women talk; Roy would always describe 
women as “lalalala wawawawa” that’s how you sound to me.  Once, we were in a 
meeting where a peer and I were both making our pitch for a new idea and after the 
meeting my boss said why can’t you just be more like him?  At the end of the year, 
I got a low performance rating but the other guy got a higher one, even though our 
numbers were the same.  It did have an impact on my career and where I went and 
the impression people had of me.  (Sarah, 2019). 
 
Dana (2018) lamented, “It’s not about what you know it’s who you know . . . there are 
things that might be enhanced by networking.  I’m stuck where I am, I am not ready to retire, and 
they won’t let me look for a new position in another department.  In the current environment, I 
don’t know that there is any good place to be, even for very experienced people.” 
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Emily (2019) managed to eke out a good experience at one point in her career.  “Once I 
got to third level, I had two really good mentors who were men, and they were very helpful in 
guiding my career.  I felt very supported and even when I left the company they understood.” 
Selene (2019) had a dynamic career at Comco with lots of role changes over the years.  
She always wanted to do something new and different, and to make an impact.  In order to 
achieve goals, she took the proverbial bull by the horns, “I realized that it was important for me 




 Earlier in this chapter, I discussed the similarities in the early-life experiences of my 
respondents up through their college years where they pursued mainly liberal arts degrees.   This 
section will help show how the women at Mancon differentiated themselves in their careers by 
developing field-based symbolic capital and staying on track.  In the adhocracy-based structure 
of the consulting firm a woman’s symbolic and cultural capital meant that her reputation would 
afford opportunities not available in a more-bureaucratic structure.  The field is based on using 
intelligence and reason, not machines and process flow-charts – work smarter, not harder – 
which was counter to the protestant work ethic reflected in the moral mazes of industry. 
 Another advantage of the matrix-style organizational structure is one’s ability to add 
cultural capital by building a strong reputation for teamwork and solid contribution to project 
goals.  In this scenario, the individual retains their job title and level so-to-speak, and is not 
required to go up or down the corporate ladder.  If a Mancon employee becomes a rock star on 
the administrative team, her boss knows it, because the consulting teams ask for her by name so 
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a temporary assignment becomes a career-building tool for long-term success.  Thereby, she 
avoids the moral mazes endemic to the bureaucratic organizational structures.  
Catelyn grew up as the first-generation of an immigrant family whose culture stressed 
educational and professional achievement.  She felt pressure to set and achieve goals, but had no 
specific guidance or direction into a particular area of study.  In spite of a strong message to be 
success-oriented, there was no actual steering provided for Catelyn:   
I didn’t really think too much about what I wanted to do . . . therefore I went with 
a liberal arts degree . . . it was general enough and seemed like it could apply to a 
number of careers.  My parents were very career-focused and that was important 
for us . . . but there wasn’t really much encouraging of that sort (meaning a specific 
field or career) (Catelyn, 2018). 
 
Counselors tried to push Shirley into teaching (a traditionally female role), but her 
parents objected to her following in their footsteps.  “My parents are both teachers and very 
much always had the feeling that I would go to college.  They set high standards, but there was 
not much of a career plan” (Shirley, 2019).  Later in our conversation, she said, “I’m curious if it 
will turn out to be that planfulness [sic], as much as women try to plan, that our careers take 
more turns and twists and if men, if they just tend to have more of a straight path than you and 
me.”  These mountainside switchbacks did not seem to hurt her as a Mancon consultant, rather 
all her prior education and experiences afforded a more successful path. 
When I asked her whether she received any guidance in high school she said, “I definitely 
didn’t but my parents didn’t really know that.”  She added, “Most of the women I talk to who 
have brothers or guy friends, the boys seem to have always been pointed in a certain direction – 
college or vo-tech trades, intentional guidance to give them a direction.” (Shirley, 2019).  Why 
did she say that her parents did not know?  Several of my subjects made this type of statement 
and it seemed to indicate that parents in that era depended on school officials to take care of it.  
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Whether intentional or not, this was an example of what Smith (1997) described as a social 
construct that furthered oppression of women.   
Colleen recounted her experience which was similar to her peers: 
Growing up I never had any pressure to do well in school, grades didn’t matter . . . 
My father made me go through the help wanted section of the newspaper to see 
what jobs interested me.  I decided to go for Personnel, which is now Human 
Resources.  In high school I met a friend who was driven, if you will, to go to 
college and because of her, I did too.  So, I actually majored in what I do for a 
living, which is unusual I guess . . . and got my first job as an HR assistant (Colleen, 
2019). 
 
Rachel (2018) said, “Work has always been a really high priority for my family, so I 
would say I was not really aware there were any barriers but I also was not aware of my 
options.”  Her father was in the military and they were based overseas for several years, which 
seemed somewhat isolating to her.  She remembered going through “a period of terrible shyness 
in about fifth grade . . . I really think that I was just falling into that sociological sort of storm of 
girls feeling like they don’t have a voice.”   
Her mother “was a strong role model” for her growing up, but passed away when Rachel 
was a teenager.  I wondered how her life would have been different if her mother was still 
around.  Not so bad, though, because she has three master’s degrees but mused she got “a late 
start” in her management consulting career.  She wants to pursue a Ph.D. and open a private 
practice but, for now, corporate work is paying the bills. 
One of the few exceptions in my study was Andi, who was raised in a small town with 
the expectation that she would go to college.  In fact, she attended the college where her father 
worked and felt she was being pushed into a teaching career, which she did not want.  She said: 
I knew early on I loved and wanted to be involved with fitness, wellness and holistic 
care . . . so they kept steering me toward physical education for academic teaching.  
I told them I do not want to teach, period.  So, I said ‘Can I create my own major?’  
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And, they allowed me to submit my idea to the committee . . . it was the predecessor 
at that school for an exercise science major (Andi, 2018).   
 
She created her own curriculum at school, which had never been done there before and 
set a precedent, then parlayed that into the beginning of her corporate career. 
A budding veterinarian, Shirley (2019) worked for four years in a clinic where she 
realized that there was more to it than taking care of animals.  The business side of the practice 
turned her off, so she decided to pursue her interest in political science.  Following college, some 
of her friends were taking the LSAT, so she decided to do the same.  After graduating with a law 
degree, she discovered that “the reality of the profession turned out to be different” than what she 
expected and never practiced law.  She believed that if someone had coached her early on, she 
would have taken a straighter path. 
Sophie told me: 
Growing up I really wanted to be a doctor or an EMT, that was kind of my original 
plan.  Then I went to school for a year for pre-med and was kind of like, oh 
absolutely no way for the next 20 years was I going to do that.  I didn’t have the 
drive that I needed to in order to succeed in the doctor thing.  Then after that I 
wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to do but along with the pre-med I was also taking 
sociology and psychology classes and chose to focus on social work and thought 
about going on . . . the funding for the project I was working on was pulled and . . 
. I thought, I can’t do that if I have to pay for it myself.   It was kind of, uh, so now 
what do I do?  I had been waiting to figure out what I wanted to do and I got my 
teaching certificate and taught pre-school . . . Then I realized I like to travel so I 
thought I would be a travel agent and I got a job being an office manager, but . . . 
the time was not right (Sophie, 2018). 
 
Colleen was a marked opposite to the other women, and unique in her career path – if you 
recall, she chose human resources as a career and stayed with that.  At one point, she joined a 
company that offered tuition assistance, and decided to pursue an MBA in her field.  She 
believed this would help her in a future quest to advance to an executive position.  After 
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completing the degree, her supervisor at the time was not helpful in sponsoring her for a 
promotion so after a couple more years, she left the company. 
Fast Forward:  Women at Work  
Half of the respondents from Mancon followed a quite direct path to their current roles, 
with degrees in psychology, counseling and human resources.  This enabled them to develop 
symbolic capital which made them more attractive to a potential employer.  Their age at the time 
of entry to Mancon (average of 43.2 years) and the fact that they already had children lowered 
the risk of hiring in a professional consulting field.   
The sole example of serendipity from a Mancon employee was Shirley (2019), who 
passed the bar exam in two states, but was “not sure which way to go.  I ended up just falling 
into executive recruitment . . . what ended up being my profession.”  In reality, Shirley’s profile 
is more typical of a Comco worker and she is different than most of the other Mancon women.  
She never planned to go to law school, but went and then never worked as a lawyer because a 
juris doctor is not a typical degree for a consultant (except in television news). 
In spite of that, the cultural capital of a graduate degree in any field allowed her to exhibit 
cultural authority and avoid symbolic violence by showing that she could adapt her competencies 
in a different arena, even though she was unaware of it at the time.  She wondered, “as much as 
women try to plan, that our careers take more turns and twists and if men, if they just tend to 
have more of a straight path than you and me?”  (Shirley, 2019).   
Political Alignment 
Industrial and cultural norms that favor men are a large problem which has historically 
kept women from advancement.  Most of my subjects said they experienced this phenomenon 
first hand in their careers.  One of my subjects related a conversation with a female co-worker 
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who observed, “all the senior associates who are men have window offices and all the senior 
associates who are women have interior offices, some of which they’re having to share with 
other employees” (Rachel, 2018). 
One woman who learned about the value of connections early was Mancon’s Andi:  she 
was able to parlay her Father’s social capital with the local college into not only admittance to a 
prestigious institution, but the approval to design her own curriculum and ultimately to create a 
new degree program.  Later on, as a consultant, she had a conversation with a peer who confided 
he was struggling and she realized, “In our corporate structure, you really have to have the 
political relational alignments” in order to get recognized and enjoy a smoother path to the plum 
assignments (Andi, 2018).  Associates who build cultural capital (qualifications, competencies, 
etc.) gain cultural authority assets.   
So, Andi’s early indoctrination into team sports, learning how to get along with the guys, 
and being a part of their crowd gave her a leg up later in her career.  In the habitus at Mancon, 
the relationships between supervisor and subordinate (for the consultant class of worker) 
followed the structure of the field, meaning those who generate revenue for the firm are 
celebrated.  One’s work ethic and revenue-production capabilities determined how far one would 
go. 
The next finding was no surprise, either.  Women were held back from promotions and 
career progression because they were just too valuable in their current roles.  This is a form of 
symbolic violence as described by Bourdieu (1990) where the holder of symbolic capital uses his 
or her superior position in the relationship to exercise power over another.   He believed that 
such actions incorporate unrecognized precepts which are perpetuated by both parties, and the 
subordinate party tends to accept their domination.  He differentiated between “direct 
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domination” and “disguised forms of domination” (Bourdieu, 1990 p. 128) saying that once 
direct domination is no longer deemed acceptable, the person who exerts it reverts to a softer 
form which should meet less resistance.  Both are equally detrimental to the subject, but social 
structures permit it when it is the habitus of the group.    
A recurring theme that arose with some of my subjects was the “you’re too good to lose” 
phenomenon, resulting in legitimization of the imposed social order.  For both Sophie (Mancon) 
and Teresa (Comco), their bosses just could not manage without them!   This echoes the 
traditional husband and wife scenario where the man needs the woman to stay in place to support 
the man’s goals in life – he needs her to take care of the details for him so he can play the 
corporate ladder-climbing game.   Sophie even referred to herself as the “Work Wife” for the 
male executive she supported.  She stated:  
Surprisingly, the biggest block to my career is the fact that I’m so good at what I 
do, and I know that sounds really bad . . . when you’re at the top of your game and 
supporting senior level executives and making their lives so much easier so they 
can do what they need to do and don’t have to worry about what you’re doing, they 
don’t want to let you go (Sophie, 2018).   
 
In her administrative role, she said “I spend more time with my boss than his wife and 
family do.”  That is an example of the organization as a structured space, where corporate life 
mirrors the pattern of home life, and the female is supporting the career goals of the male.  One 
could argue that the dependent person becomes more necessary than the principal – he depends 
on her to do his job.  Smith (1999) reminded us how administrative regimes subject women to 
impermeable hierarchical complexes. 
Sophie believed that “who” you work for matters and for her the most important thing is 
to like (and get along with) your boss.  She is part of a mostly female administrative team but 
struggles to share responsibilities and work collaboratively with others.  She described herself as 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     214 
 
Type A and enjoys being in charge, but is reticent to delegate authority.  Feedback from the 
person she supports can translate into favorable performance reviews, recognition and financial 
rewards even if one does not desire to be promoted, ultimately.  In fact, she passed on 
opportunities for a promotion because of “who” she would be working for content to wait for the 
right opportunity, meaning the right person as her boss.  Sophie stated that she is at the highest 
job title for her functional role, so a promotion so to speak would be rare; she would need to 
change functions in order to advance in her career within the halls of her current company.  Since 
she enjoys the one-to-one relationship with the executive, and likes the supporting role, it is 
difficult for her to see herself in a different position. 
There was a clearly defined path at Mancon for those who sought advancement, which 
seemed to preclude the need for HiPo programs.  Their flatter management structure and matrix 
reporting configuration make the “candidates” for development programs more obvious and only 
those in the consulting roles or track would be eligible.   That is not to say that mentoring and 
sponsorship do not exist, it is clearly very structured and known around the company.  I believe 
that because of their nature, the individuals who rise to the top are self-identified, have excellent 
networking skills and the promotability criteria rests on their potential to generate revenue for the 
firm.   
Personal Drive 
Catelyn (2018) described her experience at one of the companies she worked for early in 
her career, “I worked very, very hard but that’s just my nature . . . in that first job my 
achievement drive kicked in.”  She spent five years there and was promoted four times.  After 
five years at another company, and earning a master’s degree, she took time out to have children.  
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Gradually, she began taking independent consulting jobs until returning to work full-time at 
Mancon, where she is on a progressive career path.   
I am on a very typical consulting track and it’s very structured, and so I started out 
as a consultant, then I went for a promotion to Principal, then I went for a promotion 
for Senior Principal.  As soon as I can I plan to go for a promotion to be a senior 
partner.  It’s generally driven by us, and then you get it or you don’t.  I think the 
expectations are pretty clear and so there’s a numbers component that is what it is 
. . . if you want to be promoted you have to play the role (Catelyn, 2018). 
 
Rachel’s first position at Mancon was project manager, which she agreed to do because 
she knew the woman who was leading the team, with the understanding that a promotion would 
come in about two years.  Most people saw her as a project manager, so Rachel (2018) had to 
“combat the perception that I was not partner material.”  In spite of that, she described it as “the 
most meritocratic environment, where people advance on the basis of their capabilities.”  At the 
time of our interview, she had built cultural capital and was being considered for a promotion 
“which came about because of the advocacy of several men” in the group.  One in particular told 
her that she was “doing the work of a partner and you really need to be paid as a partner.”   
 An alternative to climbing the corporate ladder for some women, whether as a HiPo or 
not, is to leave the corporate world and become an independent consultant.  For people who work 
in management consulting, this often means a psychology private practice or becoming an 
executive coach.  Andi (a Partner) observed that since the Twin Cities area has so many Fortune 
500 company headquarters here, coaching can be a lucrative market for someone with the 
educational and practical credentials.  Think of it as your own personal HiPo program 
graduation! 
 Colleen (2019) said, “I’m currently considering opening an LLC . . . but keeping my 
options open” for another career change within a corporate environment; “I enjoy the 
camaraderie and team-ness [sic] of working for a company and having a team.” 
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Family Responsibilities 
As mentioned, to be on the executive track at Mancon, men and women must commit to 
the rigors and requirements of those titles.  When you add diamond-status air travel with two 
plus weeks each month on the road to the revenue-generating requirements and mix in little 
league, dance class and date night, that is a recipe for a massive stress load. 
Catelyn is a rare example of a woman who left the corporate world to raise her children 
but was able to restart her career when she was ready, and on her own terms.  “I had my first 
child and I quit my career.  Later on, when I wanted to re-engage, there were people from my 
prior careers who were all at different places now and looking for somebody to do contract work.  
That kept me in the loop then I came to Mancon full-time four years ago.”  (Catelyn, 2018). 
For her, it’s a given that you can have it all:   
I really don’t have the discipline to stop pushing my career, let’s put it that way.  
It’s just part of who I’ve become.  I don’t know if that’s part of me or because of 
my upbringing but I cannot imagine myself saying that I won’t go for a promotion, 
I just, I’ve tried and I’ve thought about it . . . I’m a loving mother of four children 
and from that standpoint that’s really the most difficult thing – trying to figure out 
how to balance it in a way that can be workable.  For me it’s really about balance 
and whether or not I feel like I can be increasing my responsibility, my 
compensation because that’s the way I’m wired – while being able to maintain the 
other half of my life (Catelyn, 2018). 
 
 Several years of child-raising combined with part time work to keep her toes in the water, 
allowed her to balance work and family according to her own definition of that model.  She said 
it was not perfect – it delayed but did not deny her quest for upward mobility into the partner 
role.  Her experience reflects what Ezzedeen and Ritchey (2009) discovered in their research on 
women’s aspirations for juggling executive careers with motherhood.  In the framework of the 
organizational structure approach, Catelyn is a rare example of someone who went into a 
professional career, paused it temporarily and returned nearly where she left off.  While I did not 
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probe deeply into how Catelyn arranged for that all to happen, it was most likely a combination 
of the three elements Ezzedeen and Ritchey (2009) found were necessary to successfully 
navigate such a career path. 
Female CEO Traits 
The Korn Ferry Institute (KFI) with support from The Rockefeller Foundation (2017), 
conducted a study of 57 current (38) and former (19) female CEOs to assess how they got to the 
top of the corporate ladder.  Three key traits characterized the majority of the women: 
1. Driven by Challenge – the women sought difficult assignments and 
unpredictable environments; 
2. A Sense of Purpose – the desire to create a more positive culture in the 
business; and, 
3. Mindset of Humility – valuing the contributions of others. 
 
Shirley observed that Mancon placed more value on traits like innovation and team-
leading skills, for example, which tend to favor the male mind-set as perceived by our society.  
In that environment, it seemed less likely that women would rise and survive as CEO.  The three 
traits where the female CEOs scored lowest were confidence, credibility, and openness to 
differences.  The KFI study did not include the reasons why the 19 former CEOs were no longer 
in that role.  
At Mancon, professionals on a career track were expected to play the role and fit into the 
mold of the executive positions – Catelyn (2018) said “it fosters certain behaviors that you may 
or may not agree with.”  I understood that this meant to portray a personality that is self-
promoting, driven and production-oriented. They were expected to sacrifice, even family time, 
but the majority male leadership assumes women could not or would not do that (symbolic 
violence).  In our culture, these traits are considered masculine, not feminine, so the cycle repeats 
and fulfills itself by ensuring that men hold the top jobs.  If a male acted that way, he was 
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assertive and confident; for females, exhibiting these traits caused one to appear too brash or 
controlling.   
Andi (2018) mentioned that she believed women were “challenged working with each 
other, even supporting and celebrating each other’s success.”  She called it, “reluctant 
followership” and surmised that a man in her position would not experience the same pushback 
and, in some cases, insubordination.  Her theory was that most women in the age group studied 
did not participate in team sports as girls, building a type of cultural capital, thus they did not 
learn the value of collegiality and taking one for the team.  In addition, we know that playing 
sports in high school and college depends on maintaining acceptable academic levels and grades.  
Because coaches need to maintain consistency on their teams, and retain their best players, boys 
get more attention and guidance.  They are often provided tutors and study partners to ensure 
they do not fall below the minimum acceptable grade point average to participate in sports. 
She observed that women work harder than men at understanding each other, and 
empathizing when emotional support is needed, but that if one woman begins to have more 
success or gets a promotion, the attitudes of the other women change.  “One thing I will say that 
executive women do not have, and what’s holding them back is, and I’m going to call it the good 
old boy network and it’s because women don’t have the good old girl network.”  (Andi, 2018). 
Career Track Derailment 
Another argument against seeking career advancement was proffered by Shirley who 
described herself:  
Super-ambitious ridiculous in school, grades and always leading, getting leadership 
roles in organizations, so very much when I started I thought of course I’m going 
to be a partner in a firm but then very quickly started thinking they’re always on 
airplanes, they’re rarely home the, I see a lot of divorces and things like that so now 
as time goes I met my husband and start thinking about starting a family and so 
here I am in a professional services environment where it’s kind of the environment 
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of up or out and I think even if they were up or out, they should be passionate about 
it and not thinking like there’s not a lot of places to go.  That was a really concerning 
time in my career when I thought I should have that role, become a partner and have 
that life . . . now I think more of a career versus a ladder (Shirley, 2019). 
 
She acknowledged that in recent years the partner role at Mancon evolved to allow “more 
balance and I can see making it work for me today that I couldn’t have seen working back when 
it was all about being on an airplane all the time.”  She volunteers at her child’s school and 
lamented the fact that some women are “excluded from all that when you’re traveling.”  I had to 
wonder if men think the same way about it – the trade-offs of the executive lifestyle – and make 
decisions based on the balancing act. 
Two of the Mancon women indicated they were still working on executive leader roles – 
Catelyn and Andi.  Andi, who was the super-planner of the group and frequently provided 
coaching to others who are in career transition, said:  
I live what I preach, that is life balance, it’s finding those positive connections . . . 
it’s very important to keep that strong focus for myself on total wellness.  You don’t 
let your own career track become a dead end, also reconfigure how you need to live 
your life if it’s not hitting on all the cylinders that you want it to and you’ve got 
some control to do that (Andi, 2018). 
 
How were you treated? 
 
Mancon had a far less complex corporate structure focused on professional relationships 
and women felt free to come in or leave according to their career plans.  Early in her career, 
Colleen (2019) had an experience with a company where she felt they did not value the function 
of a human resources professional.  “They didn’t have to worry about the kind of work I was 
doing,” she said, “I did good work, I just didn’t feel very appreciated for it.  My first job 
performance appraisal was on a Post-It Note.”   Later, she quit a job she loved because her 
female supervisor constantly criticized and berated her. 
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Andi said that changes at Mancon over the years benefited her, even though she felt 
challenged by them:   
“I’ve always loved what I do so there was no desire to move out of the small firm 
I worked in over 12 years ago, but a lot of acquisitions by Mancon over the past 12 
years have made it into a very big, very complex corporation and I still want to be 
in the individual contributor role with great people and great clients.  I definitely 
need to be an individual when going out to do executive coaching because it’s a 1:1 
confidential conversation.  Like I say, that’s my priority, it’s what I love to do and 
its really interesting work . . . I really love the organizational support and structure 
at Mancon . . . I will say, in our corporate structure you really have to have the 
political relational alignment and my peer, ‘Bob,’ doesn’t have that with many 
people so he is struggling to get deployed (in a coaching role) . . . You almost have 
to be your own career planner in order to get on the radar for promotion, career 
opportunities and growth.” (Andi, 2018). 
 
Sophie is a pretty happy person, overall, and seemed happy with her life at Mancon:   
As an EA I spend more time with Kyle than his family does.  You’ve got to have 
that relationship and once they have it, they really have a hard time letting go 
because it’s not easy to get somebody trained to step in to that.  I want to get away 
from managing calendars but Kyle is not going to let go of that until we find 
somebody that can step into it.   Lack of corporate support for mobility.  At the 
conference I organized last week, several people came up and thanked me for a 
good conference, acknowledged my hard work.  I do get a lot of recognition within 
the company but Kyle is sometimes lacking in that . . . what he preaches to his 
clients is what he suffers from the most.  I think this is probably one of the better 
companies I’ve been at that have shown appreciation but they need to be better 
about showing it financially.  We now actually have a fairly good team; I’ve seen 
it more in this company than I have in others with people playing a little bit nicer 
in the sandbox together.  When someone is out of the office, they make a plan to 
cover your work.  (Sophie, 2018). 
 
  Catelyn, our high-achiever personality, basically got every job she wanted or applied for 
and was even recruited a couple of times.  She loves her work at Mancon and could go farther if 
she wants to, but the travel and revenue quota would be the only things giving her pause at the 
moment.  She plans to pick up the pace in a couple of years. 
Rachel said:   
 
When I began working where I am now, I made the move shortly after a new CEO 
came in.  I really liked my former colleagues who had also joined Mancon and they 
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probably knew what they were doing so it was time to follow them.  It really has 
been the most meritocratic environment, where people advance on the basis of their 
capabilities.  It’s also the most chaotic, but as long as you can tolerate that, you 
have real opportunities. 
 
Our company has a fair number of strong successful women who make it their 
business to help other women advance.  I’d really like to see better attention to 
success of women’s development in all capacities of their work.  I think the 
environment that I’m in is probably the most gender-neutral environment outside 
of the administrative staff.  I don’t know how many assistants we have in the office 
but they’re all women and there’s no career path for them.  (Rachel, 2018). 
 
Her experience in the years leading up to a Mancon career involved three masters’ 
degrees, and a career in teaching then librarianship.  The skills she developed as a researcher 
helped her move into the corporate world and eventually a career as an advisor in leadership 
consulting; not exactly a straight path, but a reasonable one in the Mancon vernacular. 
Summary 
 After I analyzed the women from each company under the mantle of corporate structure 
and framework as characterized by Bolman and Deal (2017) I realized how different the 
companies were.  I knew that one was a very old, stodgy, bureaucratic utility company and one 
was a modern, nimble consulting company, but the differences were not as stark when I 
interviewed my respondents.  I tended to take them out of their corporate setting, and focus on 
them individually, which was useful to reveal the common or core themes and develop the 
analysis for each individual respondent.  However, understanding their early years and the paths 
they took on the way to a career only took my analysis so far.   
Each of the women recounted stories that echoed what other women said, pointing to a 
social system of undervaluation of females from school age through adulthood, something 
feminists have known for a couple of centuries.  Even when I took into consideration the variety 
of geographic locations, family heritage and social standing, the women all had the same 
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experiences. It appeared that everyone got a slow or unsteady start to their post-secondary 
education and, in many cases, to their careers.  They all recounted some level of discrimination 
starting early in their work life and many women felt it still plagued their careers.  Work/Life 
balance was a problem for most of the women, but some of them came up with ways to carve out 
what they needed for their families.   
Two Cohorts Emerged 
The real differences emerged once I looked at the women in each of their separate 
company environments, effectively two cohorts instead of one.  The similarities faded at that 
point, and it was clear that the corporate culture had more to do with their outlook than anything 
in their past.  Even taking into consideration a somewhat meandering educational experience and 
job history, the women who landed at Mancon had a much clearer picture of what they wanted 
and how to get there.  They had the social and cultural capital built up prior to joining Mancon – 
the history of a moral career in the industry – and faced fewer roadblocks to continuing their 
careers.   
As other researchers found, the environment of their companies had a great impact on 
their degree of career achievement and, ultimately, their satisfaction with their role as employees.  
One could assume that the habitus of Comco was rooted in its history dating back to the 19th 
century, and the continuation of its industrial-era roots.  Conversely, Mancon’s roots were 
planted only 50 years ago, late in the civil rights era presumably sans baggage from the 
patriarchal post-war surge of babies and stay-at-home moms, positioned to take advantage of 
women’s gains in the post-modern business world. 
The most unusual (and surprising) outcome of my analysis was discovering the way that 
these three themes impacted the women’s careers at their respective companies.  The picture of 
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the women at Comco was murkier and the women seemed almost regretful about where they 
ended up.  Comco workers adopted a “lifer” culture:  they started with the company early on – 
either during college or right afterward – and stayed on average over 33 years.  Only two of the 
women had left the company when I conducted interviews for this study, both of whom went in a 
completely different direction with their careers, despite being in their 50s.  The others were still 
there, hanging on to a thread and hoping to hold onto a job until they reached retirement.   
For the Comco women, there was almost a wistful feeling conveyed, a sense of having 
given up the fight before they even started, as Teresa (2018) stated, “We know it’s different for 
men and women: men usually have a lot more choices and women have to fight for them.”  
Sarah made it to director level at one point, but after a couple rounds of layoffs, she was a 
manager when we spoke, but was not pursuing another promotion.  “I know the opportunities are 
out there, but I don’t think I would have much of a chance anyway because I’m almost 60” she 
said. 
 Mancon women seemed to thrive in spite of their acknowledgement of the negative 
impacts.  They came into the company in their forties, having spent time at other consulting 
firms and the average length of their tenure there was just over seven years.  One could argue 
that women who somehow found their way (despite the lack of guidance) come across as more 
skilled and resilient.  They developed a tool kit and figured out how to manage themselves to 
accomplish setting and achieving career goals. 
A Crack in the Ceiling 
In corporate life, the lack of mentors for women compounded the problem of not 
knowing how to set and achieve goals.  The women did not have sponsors or mentors assigned to 
them like their male peers did and had no access to developmental opportunities. The (mostly) 
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male bosses exhibited low confidence levels in the women’s ability to succeed and rarely 
encouraged them to develop leadership skills.  This environment was a continuation of the lack 
of planning and preparation scenarios from high school, deepening the spiral of 
underachievement. 
In this area, however, the women at Mancon seemed to have greater career success, likely 
due to a clearly defined career progression path within the company.  It is possible that as a 
management consulting firm Mancon walks the talk better than the technology-oriented Comco 
and that corporate culture plays a larger role than their respective industry designation.  At 
Comco where upper management personnel often had technical degrees and experience, women 
were non-existent because they generally held administrative roles and not the technical roles 
held by men.  Unfortunately, the lack of women in executive roles across industries drives the 
narrative that this is a well-known problem outside of these two companies and industries. 
An interesting phenomenon emerged which differentiated the women from each of the 
companies represented in the study.  The women at Comco talked about career goals in terms of 
getting a promotion to a title, e.g., Area Manager, Director or Vice President.  They equated 
position and authority with a specific level of management within the hierarchy.  The women at 
Mancon talked more about their goals in terms of the role they would play in relation to their 
clients, as well as other people within Mancon in a matrix model.  The question arose:  What 
would have happened to the Comco women had they gone to work at Mancon?  Would it even 
be possible given that the average age of entry to the corporation for Mancon women was 43.2 
years and they already had the cultural capital to succeed? 
Historically, at Comco, women were not considered for management or executive roles 
because they were clerks and administrative support staff with no path to climb out of there.  The 
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transitional “middle management” role was largely eliminated due to McKinsey and Co. 
counseling corporate leaders to downsize their companies starting in the mid-1970s.  It is 
possible that leadership development programs (such as Comco’s High Potential [HiPo] 
initiative) provided the opportunity for women to be visible and operate in an environment where 
their achievements were recognized.  In order for this to be true, however, they must be 
sponsored into the HiPo club and, except for their gender, the same rules apply as those in the 
Old Boys’ Club.   
A Life Outside of Work 
Many of the women talked about activities outside of work, some examples were getting 
together with friends for happy hour or dinner, play dates with their children, running club, a 
week-long silent retreat, ballroom dancing, golf league or weekend camping trips. 
Some of the activities were spent volunteering in community activities, such as school or 
classroom visits to help with reading groups or lunch-room monitoring.  The sense of fulfillment 
they attained by serving in their community was evident.  Shirley (2019) talked about spending 
time in a formal community service program, geared toward training volunteers to work in local 
schools and youth organizations.  She said, “There are many opportunities so I do what makes 
sense, make the time, I love it!”  One subject enrolled in a therapy dog training program, hoping 
to volunteer in hospitals and nursing homes in the future. 
Emily talked about her volunteerism, especially at the leadership level: 
I’ve done volunteer work over time with different places.  I joined a board first in 
2010 and then I was invited to be on this board in 2010 and then in 2013 I was 
asked to take over the chair and so I dropped off the other one because of the time 
commitment – it’s rigorous.  I spend most of my volunteer time with this 
organization (Emily 2019). 
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Sarah has been active in local politics, volunteering for her favorite candidate’s campaign 
and even ran for a school board seat a couple of times.  She said it was very fulfilling.  So, for 
the Comco women, who seemed not to have had careers, looking outside the company brought 
them a sense of fulfillment and happiness. 
In Chapter Six, I will present study conclusions and limitations as well as implications 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I will recap the findings of my study, with highlights of common concepts 
across the board and within each company.  The data analysis led me to make certain 
conclusions, and I will share those in this chapter.  I will present the limitations I perceived from 
the study design as well as the participants selected for analysis.  I will then share the 
implications I gleaned from the study data that point to the need for further research in the future 
before final reflection and summary. 
The women I interviewed represented two companies which were, as it turned out, very 
different in nature.  This was not necessarily a surprise given the two companies involved; 
however, the impacts of working in their field proved to be extremely revealing for the women.  
One company was an old-line utility transformed into a new, high-tech communications 
provider; the other one was a nimbler, market-focused consulting company.  The former was 
very bureaucratic with an obvious hierarchical management structure; the latter utilized a flatter, 
matrix model for its leadership team. 
I found very little literature covering the topic of women’s experiences in middle-
management and their quest for executive positions in corporate America.  We saw in Chapter 
One that history has not been kind to women in the work place.  In spite of waves of social churn 
such as feminism and a backlash against corporate policies, women’s ability to produce actual 
improvements in their professional status has changed little. 
 Initially, I sought data on women who were basically stuck in middle management, who 
desired promotion to the C-Suite, and found no welcome mat at the door.  That was my career 
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experience and I assumed there were many others in the same boat.  To compensate for career 
stagnation, I turned to volunteering (especially as a mentor) to fulfill my desire for achievement 
of leadership roles.  I assumed others would do the same, but it was not a universal response to 
that predicament.  In many ways, my own academic goals and accomplishments were a way to 
provide a sense of achievement in my professional life.  Some of the women in my study 
mirrored that aspect of my life, as many of them attained advanced degrees to further their 
careers. 
Studies, statistics and reports abound on the lack of women in executive roles, each 
having complexity and nuances particular to a geography, an industry or a company so why is 
my project important?  LaMagdeleine (2016, p. 23) posited, “constructing leadership studies as 
though the subject matter is at least as complex as predicting the weather” is critical during times 
of organizational flux.  This subject is extremely complex, so my study was constructed during a 
period of change in many aspects of society.  He stated, “Institutional memory” (LaMagdeleine, 
2016, p. 24) is the real core of an organization, fundamental to its ongoing belief structure.   
I believe that memories (part of our habitus) – in this case, industrial and cultural norms 
that favor men – are a large problem keeping women from advancement.  This is a powerful 
truth, and defines my findings as an important leadership problem in our society.  Since I believe 
women are intelligent, resourceful and giving people, some of us devised ways of getting around 
the problem, not going through it.  Leaving the game of corporate ladder-climbing behind is a 
strategy that seems to have crept up on some of us, providing the need for an outlet for our 
creativity as well as a means of giving of our time and treasure where the need is found. 
In Moral Mazes, Jackall (1988) described his findings in the context of corporate 
bureaucracy that effectively routinized employees’ lives by constantly subjecting them to things 
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like subordination, competition, status-seeking and goal achievement, leading to profound 
changes in their social and psychological outlook.  In this context, managers manipulated our 
subjects into work product and performance with disregard for the needs of the women to 
experience what they considered to be successful careers.  By withholding the opportunity for 
advancement, the women’s abilities, knowledge, skillsets and dedication were wasted.  The 
questions posed were intentionally targeted to reveal the reactions to this outcome (emotional, 
mental) and what subsequent actions the women took. 
This important academic study only minimally fills the large gap between full-on 
feminist studies and the statistics on corporate executive demographics.  My original intent was 
to determine what women did when they realized they aged out of the potential pool of CXX 
candidates.  My hypothesis was that they turned to other, yet related, activities such as 
volunteerism in search of fulfilling their passion or need for a sense of purpose.  I have always 
used volunteer work to feed a sense of accomplishment and contribution, but it turned out not to 
be true with most of the women I interviewed.   
Findings 
Recap of Themes 
Most of the women reported very little guidance or encouragement as young girls to 
investigate and seek career guidance and that was the most prominent theme across all the 
respondents.  Was it because of the era, a time when many women were housewives and were 
not strong career role models for them?  The data showed only four of the women (less than half) 
had working mothers.  The women felt like they were getting mixed signals:  you are expected to 
go to work or go to college, but there was nobody helping them figure out where to go or how to 
get there. 
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High school guidance counselor habitus caused them to focus on boys who were 
expected become the man of the house, the breadwinner, deemed more important from a career 
planning standpoint.  Guidance counselors were overwhelmed by the Baby Boomer surge in high 
schools and chose a narrow focus – males who were college-bound either because of academic 
or sporting achievements.  Where were the women who could have made a difference for the 
girls?  Smith (1990) talked about how individuals “see” society, and their surroundings in 
different ways in different settings.  One’s perspective guides one’s thoughts and actions, usually 
without even conscious contemplation of the situation.  The feminist wave of the 1960s was 
vocal and insistent in securing women’s rights, but not compelling enough to prepare women for 
work and careers. 
Theme Two was revealed when the data showed that once young women entered the 
workforce, the homosocial culture prevailed and most women were either in traditional female 
roles (such as nursing and teaching/child care professions) or clerical and administrative jobs.  
Men in management did not “see” women in their leadership ranks, and chose other men to 
mentor or sponsor into promotion opportunities.     
This pigeon-holing of women over the years perpetuated the social construction of the 
reality that existed inside corporations and their workplaces.  The only difference between the 
two companies represented in my study that may create a different reality for each of the women 
is the more bureaucratic, hierarchical management structure at Comco which seemed to be more 
challenging for women who wanted to transition to executive roles.  A flatter management 
structure at Mancon seemed to present fewer barriers to its women managers.  The key 
requirement for women as executives at Mancon was their ability to be driven by money and 
their willingness to devote time and treasure to building the client, and revenue, base. 
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 When it came to Work-Life Balance, Theme Three, the women all talked about needs 
versus wants, and how their perspective on that changed over time, as they got older.  Most of 
the women talked about how they were more driven early in life, less so once they had children 
to care for or felt they were at a plateau.  Since many of the women had advanced degrees 
(master’s level) they had a sense of self-achievement whether that was based on career-
progression, or not.  All but one of the women was over the “hill” so to speak of their particular 
quest for a seat in the C-Suite.  They talked about relaxing with friends, enjoying vacations or 
pursuing hobbies to take the place of the urgency they once felt to achieve greater recognition at 
work. 
The Aha Moment 
 In spite of most of the women having similar experiences growing up (nuclear family, 
middle class, etc.), with little or no encouragement they all went to college with 10 out of the 11 
women attaining a four-year degree.  Two-thirds of the women had at least one master’s degree.  
So, theme one was not a differentiator for the women in achieving executive level corporate 
ranking.  
 All of the women recounted experiences with discrimination based on their gender and, 
in some cases, were denied a coveted job assignment or promotion because of it.  Late in the first 
decade of the 2000s, social activists drove companies to initiate diversity and inclusion training 
and policies.  As these initiatives grew, so did the number of groups targeted by the programs so 
what started off being a drive for more women in the workforce became a multi-faceted 
gemstone incorporating women, color, sexual identity, gender identity sexual preferences, and 
others.  This is not a bad thing on the face of it, but for women in general gains in the boardroom 
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were stulted by the myriad options leaders faced in making decisions about who should join 
them. 
 Although work-life balance was cited as a concern or problem for the majority of 
respondents, in the data analysis that resulted from my interviews, most of the women were not 
focused on how a change in their career might improve balance. 
The Bottom Line 
 As it turned out, there were three key components to why some of the women grew and 
thrived in their careers and some did not.  Based on the research (especially Bourdieu), field and 
habitus greatly impacted these women and how their careers unfolded.  The descriptions of the 
bureaucratic and hierarchical Comco nearly screamed “Stay Away!” to the women.  Yet, in spite 
of that very field and its attendant habitus of homosocial reproduction, four respondents ended 
up starting and ending their careers there, with Teresa being the sole recipient of the “Start a 
New Career in Your 50s” award.  Mancon women fared much better in a human-oriented 
organization managed by adhocracy where their unique female-ness was used to greatest 
advantage in a people-centered environment.  So, do we conclude that women should never go 
into technology and should always stay in the softer disciplines?  NO! 
What was the secret sauce at Mancon?  Bourdieu, again, and the four forms of capital 
played heavily in tilting the scales toward career success for the majority of respondents at 
Mancon.  Starting with an educational background in human factors, psychology and language 
they built cultural capital and set themselves up for success later in life.  Master’s level degrees 
in counseling and human resources further enhanced social and symbolic capital, lending further 
credence to their quest for the gold ring. 
SWIMMING UPSTREAM     233 
 
Comco women failed to establish credibility first with their choice of college degree then 
by failure to follow into a similar discipline in their careers.  Instead of staying in journalism or 
psychology, they took the path of least resistance and followed a friend or relative to the first, 
most available, job that was set in front of them.  The doors were wide open at Comco and the 
women walked through, spending an average of 33 years there, never knowing the symbolic 
violence they would experience.  It became their Hotel California – they were all prisoners of 
their own device – you can check out any time but never leave. 
Emily was the only person who completed a bachelor’s degree in computer science and a 
master’s degree in information technology and thereby achieved cultural capital, and parlayed 
that into a series of promotions at Comco.  She left to start a career in executive coaching after 
turning down a promotion to Vice President.  Emily, it turns out, had the mindset of a Mancon 
employee, where her symbolic capital would have been well-spent. 
Limitations 
Every year, new surveys and studies are published related to women’s gains and losses in 
the workplace so it was impossible to have the “latest” data incorporated into this study.  At 
some point, I had to draw the line and stop adding new statistics and reports; however, as I was 
preparing my final draft during the nearly year-long Coronavirus Pandemic a new study 
appeared in my email.  Further discussion on its impacts is found below.   
Another limitation was the statistical data in the research (not the study analysis), which 
appeared generally in the form of raw statistics.  A primary source of data was the U. S. 
Government Bureau of Labor Statistics, which provided the following based on results from the 
2018 survey:  57.1 percent of all women participated in the labor force, which is fairly consistent 
year-over-year since the early 2000s.  For men, participation is around 69 percent consistently 
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over several years.  Women averaged 81 percent of men’s earnings with White and Asian 
women faring better than Blacks and Hispanics.  Women obtaining college degrees continued to 
increase in numbers, but women account for the majority of workers in “traditional” fields such 
as nursing and education.  Only 27 percent of chief executives were women. 
The limitations posed by government statistics is the “why” behind the numbers.  Raw 
data does not give us insight into why women continue to earn less than men in similarly-situated 
jobs and industries.  It does not explain why over 70 percent of corporate executives are men, 
and does not describe the social phenomena (such as Bourdieu’s field and habitus concepts) and 
how they operate in our culture.  To understand these statistics and phenomena, we turn to 
academic studies and sociological analysis for help.  In that way, we see behind the curtain, we 
are privy to the thoughts of individuals through qualitative research and reporting. 
The Recommendations section below offers ideas for ways to minimize the limitations I 
self-imposed for this study. 
Conclusions 
 The outcomes of my study showed that, for the most part, the corporate environment was 
very different between the two companies I studied.  Since I did not set out purposely to 
interview two sets of women – one from an old, hierarchical, bureaucratic company and one 
from a newer, more nimble company with a flatter management structure – the differences 
between the two sets of women could not have been more obvious once I began to analyze the 
data collected.  Bolman and Deal (2017) captured the essence of corporate structure which 
helped explain how different the two companies were. 
This led me to consider a chicken-and-egg scenario.   Did the women at Comco start out 
being stodgy, pedantic people who wanted to live inside a bureaucracy, or did working at Comco 
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turn them into women who lowered their expectations with every turn of the calendar page?  
Why didn’t more of them decide to expand their education into technical fields – were they stuck 
in the lifer mentality, less driven, focused on work-life balance?  None of the women could 
articulate why, or had not thought of it in those terms. 
Did the women at Mancon start out as over-achievers who looked to the exciting world of 
consulting to fulfill their career desires, or did working there motivate them to set expectations 
for themselves above their own natural inclinations?  None of the women in this setting could 
articulate why, either.  Obviously, the answers lie somewhere in the middle.  This data told me 
that you cannot lump women together based on factors like what year they were born, or what 
part of the country they grew up in, or even their educational background.  Additionally, they all 
had a similar family structure and experiences in school, so there was no glaring difference there.  
Was it the industry they were in – in which case one could say that women fare better in 
consultancy roles rather than technical roles – which flies in the face of feminist equality goals? 
This study was a snapshot in time for Baby Boomer women who never got to the C-suite, 
which is the majority of women.  These women never did and this study answers the question, 
“What was their story?”   It wasn’t always awful for them:  Comco women resigned themselves 
to their fate but Mancon seemed to provide more of a path for those willing to run the gauntlet.  
The early experiences of the women were very similar but diverged once they settled into a 
career, and I discovered some things were universal, but many were not, so apparently it does 
matter where you work.   
The field and habitus of corporate America provides a stark setting to understand an 
objective as well as a subjective treatment of individuals operating within it.  The corporate 
structure at Comco is very hierarchical and the interactions between the subordinate field and the 
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more powerful management field lend themselves to a more bureaucratic operating environment.  
Mancon’s management structure appeared to have only three layers:  Administrative, Managerial 
and Executive expressed in lowest level to highest level.  Most of the administrators at any level 
did not entertain the notion of rising to the executive suite, and felt comfortable in their “lane” 
while the managerial level tended to be the holding tank for potential executive appointments, 
but only for individuals willing to take on a revenue quota.  These employees had to be self-
motivated and driven to over-achieve, driven to exceed expectations and prove that they would 
put their professional success above anything else in their lives.   
While men and women are not strictly masculine and feminine, respectively, it is true that 
most people recognize a difference between the male and female psyches.  This knowledge is 
reflected in the habitus or dispositions formed by people in their environment (in our case, the 
corporate office).  This concept was more obvious at Comco, where the lines between men and 
women were stark and obvious.  For many years, men managed the company and they did the 
“outside” work – the physical field work laying out the communications infrastructure.  Women 
were few and only worked in clerical or inside-office jobs.   
As the company expanded, technology developed and whole new industries sprang out of 
the wires connecting people and buildings and cities, the old habitus reigned, embodied in the 
old structure.  Men who were predisposed to working with other men in the outside jobs did not 
consider that women could exist in that society, even when the jobs went indoors where the 
women resided.  To be honest, many of the women did not see themselves as part of the brawny, 
testosterone-infused outside world, but neither could they visualize themselves as actors in the 
transitional area that became so important to managing the great network of equipment needed to 
connect all the wires.   
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In a Jackall world, each woman at Comco played a subordinate role to authority in the 
bureaucratic morass, not daring to question the lack of opportunity for advancement.   If you 
came in young, around 30 years ago, by about 2015 you started to experience discrimination and 
were deemed not upwardly mobile.  This habitus informally reinforced practices (thus 
experiences) historically considered acceptable but which are out of date today.  Hordes of 
Millennials lined up for jobs, enticed by new technology and eager to gain the skills needed to 
use it.  
Does the hierarchical (patriarchic, bureaucratic) company structure hinder women more 
than men?  It seems to.  The Korn-Ferry Institute study (2017) found that only 12 percent of 
women in CXX roles started out with a goal to get there and they were nearly 51 years old when 
first appointed to the role.  They also had more roles or jobs than their male counterparts had on 
the way to the C-Suite and were highly concentrated in utilities, consumer goods and insurance 
industries. 
For the 57 women CEOs included (representing Fortune 1000 companies) 40 percent of 
them had degrees in Science, Technology, Math and Engineering (STEM) similar to the number 
of males in CEO positions.  This would appear to indicate that women should pursue STEM 
degrees in order to enhance their chances for executive roles, especially since their primary 
competitors are men.  The study did not incorporate questions about having mentors or sponsors, 
but indicated that characteristics such as “drive” and “humility” were important for women.  The 
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Recommendations for Future Research 
 Originally, I designed this study with a phenomenological approach and, reviewing the 
literature, I found that researchers believed a survey accomplished their goals.  That approach 
would not provide insight into what caused the outcomes the women experienced, nor the deep-
seated sociological impacts on the women’s careers.  Often, the context is more important than 
the sound-bite in telling the story.  Similarly, I found case studies of women but none that 
compared two separate cohorts in one research project.  My study resembled some of the ones I 
found but my concept was unique.  During the analysis of the data, a phenomenological study 
simply did not provide any new information, and seemed rather dull.  After separating the 
women into two cohorts, by company affiliation, the more interesting variances emerged.  I 
believe that moving to a case study approach facilitated revelation of the differences described in 
Chapter Five.   
 Bourdieu (1990) expressed hope that people could change through renewable systems of 
dispositions, the habitus: 
Because the habitus is an infinite capacity for generating products – thoughts 
perceptions, expressions and actions – whose limits are set by the historically and 
socially situation conditions of its production, the conditioned and conditional 
freedom it provides is as remote from creation of unpredictable novelty as it is from 
simple mechanical reproduction of the original conditioning (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 
55). 
 
Leadership Case Studies 
Why is there a dearth of case studies in leadership research?  LaMagdeleine (2016) 
encouraged researchers to use qualitative research methods in conducting case studies, with less 
focus on a scientific approach, and more attention on applying a practical approach to developing 
situational case theory.  In fact, he went so far as to say that all leadership studies should be 
conducted as case research because they can reveal complex dilemmas in the quagmire of 
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organizational structures.  Inter-relational power structure dynamics are exposed when a group of 
respondents related by a common organization of some type discuss their personal experiences. 
  Researchers looking at leadership studies should design them as case studies.  The 
analysis of respondent data I collected would have been rather ho-hum had I stuck with the 
original plan to write a phenomenological study.  In addition, although numbers made my study 
look more quantitative, it is not as such.  Having said that, using those numbers allowed me to 
see a different way to present my analysis, for example, the age at which the respondents entered 
their respective companies.  Look at the number of years each woman spent at her company, 
where there is a huge differential between the Comco and Mancon women.  My point is that by 
conducting a case study with two separate companies in different industries made for a much 
more compelling argument. 
Conduct a Longitudinal Study 
 One of the ways to determine if any significant change occurred would be to identify a 
cohort of young women and follow them from high school through their careers over 20 years 
then again at 30 years to capture key events in their lives.  My study only captured a group of 
women at one point in their lives (reflecting at later point in their careers) and, while they 
described their career history, they were much more focused on the present in our discussions.  
Memories fade and time heals some wounds, so there must have been many issues or events that 
just never came to mind during our interviews.  In addition, as previously noted, the interviews 
were conducted approximately two years ago and because of my own time and energy 
limitations, I was unwilling to revisit each of the women for an update or current status of their 
goal achievement. 
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Increase Company Representation 
 My study included only two companies representing the then-current employment place 
for each of the women.  The companies were in very different industries which was purely 
happenstance when I selected the initial subjects to interview.  The differences between the 
women’s careers in their industry and in their company was stark and it would be interesting to 
compare and contrast two or more companies (still in divergent industries) to see how the 
elements the Bourdieu identified – Field, Habitus, The Four Forms of Capital – affected the 
women in their industry environment. 
 Using my study as a jumping-off point, where a very old, industrial company was paired 
with a newer-age consulting company, the researcher could identify other industries and 
companies in a similarly diametric opposition.  To offer a more contemporary approach, the 
researcher could choose a manufacturing firm (semiconductors, for example) and a social media 
company.  Manufacturing is still an old-line industry involving physical assets and products, and 
social media involves strictly digital product or outputs.  How does the sociological history of 
each industry affect their female workers today? 
 Conversely, talking to women from multiple companies in the same industry would be 
interesting, too, because the Moral Mazes defined by Jackall might illuminate different social 
constructions within each company’s reality affecting the women.   Another potential field to 
mine for data is the world of non-profit organization leadership. 
Increase the Number of Women 
 When I boiled down the final demographic statistics for my study, I ended up including 
only 11 women in the analysis.  While I believe this small sample size was meaningful in 
understanding their experiences, a larger sample size would lend gravitas to the analysis.  I do 
believe there are many Baby Boomer women with the same experiences, and I have 
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conversations with them, so it would be statistically more valuable to conduct a larger study.  A 
study with more respondents would afford the researcher the opportunity to uncover pattern that 
could validate (or dispute) my findings. 
 Another interesting facet would be to include women from different generations, to 
compare and contrast their experiences.  There were a couple of women who were preliminary 
candidates for my study but, in the end, I decided to limit the participants to Baby Boomers only.  
There certainly was a different tone and attitude from the women I talked to who are part of 
Generation X and, as you might expect, they were more “hopeful” about their career prospects 
and less concerned about things like the Old Boys’ Club.  Also, they did not talk about the 
feminist movement and any perceived impacts on their careers.   
Young women today tend to have more confidence in themselves and have no memories 
of the time when their grandmothers fought for equal rights only to be denied many of them.  
They assume equality exists because of legislation like Title IX, but do not always have equal 
access to economic capital.  They equate social media with social freedom.  What are Millennials 
experiencing now, and how did feminist theory affect their choices and the path they chose? 
The Influence of Fathers 
 My Dad was very influential in my life, but turned out not to be such a great career 
coach.  He was always very encouraging and supportive, but offered little in the way of guidance 
or direction toward a career (I talked about this in Chapter Three).  During my interviews, 
several of the women mentioned their fathers, and I wanted so much to go deeper into that 
discussion but again, due to time and energy, left it on the shelf to focus on other factors.  A 
study of younger women whose fathers were not raised in the depression, who may have had 
greater access to information about careers would be useful to see how things are changing.  
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Korn-Ferry (2018) said that many of the women CEOs they interviewed credited their fathers 
with their ability to step out of the gender role and speak more boldly about their own knowledge 
and skill sets.  Were their fathers cognizant of the effect their encouragement would have on 
their daughters?  I encourage researchers to study women and how their relationships with their 
fathers affected their educational and career choices, it would be a fascinating sociological 
revelation.  
Impacts of the Gig Economy 
In recent times, the rise of the “Gig Economy” provided an outlet for women (and men) 
who want to escape the corporate grind, ostensibly providing more career satisfaction than 
working in a bureaucratic environment.  The Gig Economy is characterized by independent 
consultants working one or more part time and/or temporary jobs concurrently, also known as 
fractional employment.  Sometimes, Gig workers are called 1099s, because that is the number of 
the IRS tax form used to report their earnings.  A person can choose how much or how little to 
work, set their own salary and turn down undesirable assignments.  The most successful Gig 
workers are those who have built a reputation for expertise in a given area, are skilled networkers 
and thrive by exploiting the flexibility in their schedule.  They feel more fulfilled because they 
are building self-worth and careers, not just pursuing a job.  As people begin to see the effects of 
this sociological shift, researchers should study how women in different socio-economic strata 
are faring. 
The women in my study were all full-time corporate employees with experiences 
endemic to their field and the habitus of their companies.  Their experiences reflected an older 
style of work – one which has become less common in American businesses.  Colleen observed 
that people are looking for real meaning in their work and they are not finding it.  She would like 
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to see that change and noted that people are not being fulfilled through their work, “I’m currently 
considering opening an LLC so I can take advantage of the Gig Economy if you will and that’s 
how most people over 50 have to work, they’re in work search not job search.” 
I asked her what she’d like to see changed:   
 
There’s just so much stress, an element of unrealistic expectations that exist today that 
people can’t attain . . . People need some balance and I feel like that is really an issue 
today.  In the drive for bigger, better, faster, more it’s really taking a toll on people.  I 
don’t see a lot of people happy because of that (Colleen, 2018). 
 
Dana echoed this sentiment and characterized “worrying how to work” as the most 
critical aspect of managing one’s career today.  Traditional company structures and management 
hierarchies are starting to disappear, and the nine-to-five jobs along with them.  More people are 
independent consultants working on a contract basis.  She advocated for abandoning the 
“robotic” education-mill model prevalent in high schools and helping students, especially girls, 
to prepare for their adult (working) lives. 
Effects of the Post-Covid Era 
In early 2019 as I was working to finish writing this dissertation, the Covid-19 virus 
ravaged the world.  Every day the news reports told us how it affected people, with numbers of 
infections and deaths, by state and community.  What is not so obvious is the effect of the virus 
on women in their homes and careers today, especially working mothers.  This presents an 
opportunity for a longitudinal study although it would be different than what I recommended 
above, because of the insertion of an unexpected phenomenon into the research.   
Less than a year into the plague, women were quitting jobs voluntarily because the stress 
and burden was too great.  Their routine was interrupted – quite suddenly – and caused a seismic 
shift in the way families live.  Parents were working remotely from makeshift home offices 
(frequently the kitchen table) where they became teachers and children had to watch computer 
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screens rather than being in classrooms.  In some communities the lack of school breakfast and 
lunch programs severely impacted children and parents, let alone getting access to computers and 
the Internet. 
Management Consultants Korn-Ferry published a report describing a disturbing trend of 
women dropping out of the workforce at a rate of four times that of men.  They charge that the 
uneven burden of childcare is the root cause, and women in the low-paid service sectors (retail or 
hospitality) suffered most.   
It’s authors (Stevenson & Boone, 2020) feared that even the small gains women have 
made over the past few years in salary parity and management positions will be wiped out.  
Moreover, they are concerned that this phenomenon depletes the pipeline of women who would 
be available for promotion and executive seats in the future.  Part of the solution they offered 
includes remote working arrangements, flexible scheduling and help with child and elder care, 
but that will not have any bearing on jobs that require physical presence at the workplace. 
The data I presented reflects the past experiences of some women, but a study based on 
the Covid-19 pandemic could be about the future of women’s lives and how they will be affected 
in years to come. 
Reflection 
My own career spanned over 40 years in business working for a small start-up technology 
company, medium size manufacturing companies and very large, global technology firms.  I 
worked full-time and believed that earning bachelor’s and master’s degrees would be the spur to 
my career ambitions.  I did not realize in high school that earning a bachelor’s degree prior to 
entering the workforce would provide a head-start to the ascent into management roles.  No one 
provided that encouragement to me, and I felt the need to get a job and start earning a living. 
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I made some assumptions as I began to research my dissertation topic.  I thought that 
most people had ambition, that other families were like mine and had parents who told them they 
needed to be working members of society.  I thought that most people made a conscious effort to 
set and achieve goals in life and that being financially successful was the ultimate desire for 
everyone.  I supposed that, since my Father was the most influential adult in my life and since he 
was a role model for me as a worker, I saw no other path than to plan for a life of work and 
achievement of the American dream.  
My experiences in smaller companies were exciting to me – so many opportunities to 
wear different hats and try out a variety of roles.  Yet, in the larger companies I felt a sense of 
security in terms of the structure and explicit expectations of the work I did.  I learned to be 
frustrated with the bureaucracy in large companies that seemed to stifle innovation and drive in 
the authoritarian environment.  As a researcher, I discovered that I was not a good fit for the 
industrial field at Comco with a bureaucratic structure that substantially affected my outlook and 
career choices.  I would have been better off in a different industry, such as consulting where the 
company habitus was a better fit for my cultural capital and career goals.  Nobody talked to me 
about that type of industry or the types of jobs out there.  I realized how much of my career was 
wasted attempting to fit into the wrong mold. 
Kübler-Ross Cycle Applied to Careers 
Kübler-Ross (1969) described the five stages of grief and later refined her definition to 
reflect how people cope with other types of loss (see Figure 6.1).  Although not as serious as 
death, I went through several periods in my career where I experienced the emotions Kubler-
Ross described.  In fact, in the process of analyzing the data for this study, I found myself going 
through the cycle again.  As I reached the final stage in the cycle, Acceptance, where an 
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individual is more or less resigned to their state in life and I had to realize that it was likely I 
spent much of my career in the wrong field, subjected to a habitus that denied me achievement of 
the few goals I set.   
I felt that some of the women I interviewed projected that sentiment in those waning 
years of their careers – the ones at Comco, of course.  The sadness many women feel once they 
realize they had lost control of their careers would never be seen in a survey approach to case 
research, but it was there in the language they used, and in the pauses and sighs I heard. Those 
sentiments were recounted in Chapter Five. 
Figure 6.1: Cycles of Grief, Kübler-Ross 
 
Whether they realized it or not, or recognized it as a reaction to the events of their career, 
the Comco women felt that their careers had not delivered the desired sense of accomplishment.  
However, most of the women did not talk about grief or the process they went through – and to 
be honest, I was not focused on that in my questioning.  The most common reaction was 
resignation, characterized by a sigh or “oh well, it just didn’t happen,” which corresponds to the 
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fifth stage, Acceptance.  Only one woman expressed a feeling of heavy disappointment that the 
company was not good to her, but did not explain what impact it had on her emotionally.   
Summary 
 My project was a very small slice of the sociological impacts of feminism, field and 
habitus, capital and corporate morality on 11 women in corporate America.  Do I believe women 
should keep striving for a seat on mahogany row?  Should women pivot to more fulfillment in 
life, not just pursue a career or job?  Are there better ways to help girls set and achieve goals?  
The answer is yes to all of the above, and to many more questions affecting women in the 
workforce. 
It is important to ask:  How can women be part of the solution, not just a symptom of the 
system?  We must start early, assess girls’ personalities and aptitudes for various types of roles, 
allowing them to acclimate to the rigors of research, investigation and role-playing for different 
careers.  As they grow, provide mentors and sponsors for them to help with continued learning, 
to build skills and self-worth.  It is no longer acceptable to just demand equal rights, because 
history proved it does not work that way.  To use a military metaphor, women need to close 
ranks and protect the perimeter so that girls have an advantage.   
Considered in the context of Bourdieu, the habitus of American bureaucracy became a 
prison for the Comco women who felt powerless to change it.  The effects of their earlier 
experiences survived middle-age, where they were taken for granted and blinded from the 
realization that they could challenge the norms of homosocial (cultural) reproduction.  They were 
so desensitized to their own lack of capital that they failed to act to improve their situation even, 
in simplest terms, by leaving the company.  Greene (1988, p. 125) described cultural 
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reproduction in society as that which is “not only the reproduction of ways of knowing believing, 
and valuing, but the maintenance of social patternings and stratifications as well.” 
Greene (1988) wrote about the prevalence of self-dependence and self-determination in 
American society, where individuals feel entitled to their freedom of independence.  One may 
have the ability to choose what they want, but there is a question of having to power to obtain it.  
We are an inter-dependent society so individuals must understand how to work to achieve goals.  
She urged us to act on our freedom by doing as Sartre suggested, rejecting that which is 
“insufficient or unendurable, a clarification, an imaging of a better state of things” (Greene, 
1988, p. 5).  She did not promise the road would be open or without obstacles but taking on a 
challenge allows one to achieve personal freedom.   
Greene (1988) also wrote about using personal power in the form of finding one’s voice, using 
our ability to develop our own self-interest in the public sphere to overcome obstacles.  She 
urged citizens to act inter-dependently and use our power to improve the conditions for all of 
society through education.  Greene’s (1988) book is about existentialist choices and taking 
responsibility for them.  One’s quality of life depends on the choices made; the choices 
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APPENDIX A 
Institutional Review Board Documents
 




IRB No. 1193997  Stuck in the Middle:  How Women in Middle-Management Jobs Negotiate 
the Experience of Waning Career Progression Chances 
You are invited to participate in a research study about women working as managers in the corporate 
world and how they conduct their career progression. You were selected as a possible participant 
because you have worked at AT&T.  While this is not a study about AT&T, it will be helpful for me as 
a researcher to have a group of subjects who have something in common – i.e., employment at the 
same company where I worked for 22 years.  You are eligible to participate in this study because you 
are/were a manager at a large, public corporation in the United States of America.  The following 
information is provided in order to help you make an informed decision whether or not you would 
like to participate. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be 
in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by Renee Roth who is a doctoral student at the University of St. Thomas 
in Minnesota.  My faculty advisor is Dr. Donald LaMagdeleine in the College of Education, Leadership 
and Counseling. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of St. 
Thomas.  
Background Information 
The purpose of this study is to understand how women like me managed their careers and what steps 
they took when their career satisfaction began to wane.   I am a professional woman working in 
corporate America.  Throughout my career, I worked hard, jumped through hoops, sought career 
advice and made known my aspirations to move into the executive ranks.  That didn't happen.  To 
fill the void and make use of my creative talents, I worked at self-directed continual learning 
activities.  In addition, I developed a large framework of volunteer work where I used my talents 
to advance the objectives of non-profit organizations.  Women in corporate America occupy only 
28 percent of executive positions and still only earn 81 percent of men's salaries.  The statistics do 
not show how women cope with the realization of this unfair reality in their own careers.  I intend 
to explore how corporate women in middle-management jobs cope with career stagnation and the 
lack of opportunity at executive levels. I will study their strategies to compensate for the loss of 
their "career" dreams which are often exceeded by opportunities to contribute to society in other 
ways. 
Previous research in related fields focused on statistics showing the disparity in income between 
men and women which has risen slowly but is not at parity.  Also, the statistics show disparity in 
numbers of women vs. men in executive roles and corporate boards.  Available research draws on 
the knowledge that like attracts like:  if there are mostly men in high-level positions, they will tend 
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to promote men to join them. LaMagdeleine (2016) cited the concept of institutional memory at 
the core of an organization which is fundamental to its ongoing belief structure. Andrews (2017) 
wrote about barriers women face when seeking advancement into executive roles, including an 
institutional mindset and structural obstacles which support traditional, gender-based role 
assignments. My qualitative study will reveal how women felt about the disparity and more 
importantly, what did they do about it to combat the perceived loss of career advancement. 
Procedures 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:  First, there will be a 
brief survey to collect basic demographic information (age range, education level, job level, number 
of years employed).  This should take no longer than five minutes to complete.  Next, I will schedule 
a 30-minute interview with you, either in person at a location of your choosing or by phone.  This 
interview will be recorded (audio only) and transcribed by me.  Once I review the recording of the 
interview, I may reach out to you again either by phone or email to clarify a comment you made 
during the interview. 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 
The study has risks. I intend to assign a pseudonym to each participant and no one but me will know 
the real person behind each pseudonym.  It is possible that someone could recognize a remark made 
by a participant if it is unique enough to her.  I will work to minimize that type of exposure.  I will not 
use the company name, AT&T, in my dissertation paper; however, all the women participating in the 
study will know that every other woman also works/worked there.  Other readers of the study will 
know that all the women worked at the same company but will not know the name of the company.   
There are no direct benefits for participating in this study.   
Privacy and Confidentiality 
Your privacy will be protected while you participate in this study.  All of my data will be locked and 
secured at all times, except when I am actively working on the documentation alone in my home 
office.  None of my raw data (including demographic information, audio tape, transcriptions and the 
dissertation documents) will be shared with anyone, with one exception:  My faculty advisor may see 
the data in the slight chance that I need his help in writing my paper.  If our interview occurs over the 
phone, I will be alone in my home office for the call; you can choose your own location for the call.  If 
our interview occurs in person, you will choose the location and timing of the interview so that we 
meet your requirements for privacy during our conversation.  
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any sort of report I publish, I will not include 
information that will make it possible to identify you.  If there is something that is so personal to you 
that you do not want others to know, please do not tell me.  The types of records I will create include 
the brief demographic survey results and a spreadsheet that lists your name, pseudonym, phone 
number and email address.  The audio tapes of our interview will be transcribed into a Word 
document.  My master working document of the dissertation will be created on my own personal 
computer, password protected and stored at my home.  I am the only person who will have access to 
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this information.   All data will be destroyed by June 2023.  All signed consent forms will be kept for 
a minimum of three years upon completion of the study. Institutional Review Board officials at the 
University of St. Thomas reserve the right to inspect all research records to ensure compliance.  
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with me or the University of St. Thomas. There are no 
penalties or consequences if you choose not to participate. If you decide to participate, you are free 
to withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
Should you decide to withdraw, data collected about you will be used in my study to the extent that 
it fits into the premise of my paper.  If you do not want the data used, I will destroy it.  You can 
withdraw by sending me an email stating that you do not wish to continue participating in the study. 
You are also free to skip any questions I may ask if you do not want to answer or if you think the 
response will identify you personally to other participants or readers of the study. 
Contacts and Questions 
My name is Renee Roth.  You may ask any questions you have now and any time during or after the 
research procedures. If you have questions later, you may contact me at 612-490-9369 or 
reneeroth707@gmail.com.  My advisor is Dr. Donald LaMagdeleine and he can be reached at 651-
962-4893.  You may also contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-
6035 or muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns. 
Statement of Consent 
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above information. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to participate in the study. I am at 
least 18 years of age.  I give permission to be audio recorded during this study. 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
 
_______________________________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Study Participant      Date 
 
_______________________________________________________________    
Print Name of Study Participant  
 
_______________________________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Researcher       Date 
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APPENDIX B 
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APPENDIX C 
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APPENDIX D 
Comco Organizational Chart 
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APPENDIX E 
Mancon Organizational Chart 
 
 
